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ABSTRACT 
Stephanie C. Konle: Engaging Our Histories and the Difficult Histories We Teach 
(Under the direction of Madeleine R. Grumet) 
This dissertation proposes to enrich the scope of history education research, and by 
extension the preparation of history and social studies teachers and the classroom experiences 
of their students, through the inclusion of autobiography in the study of history. Education 
research on the teaching of history has typically focused on what scholars call “historical 
thinking skills,” skills imported from the professional discipline, including contextualization, 
perspective, use of evidence, etc. While these disciplinary methods are important for the 
promotion of a deeper and more critical understanding of the past, they often neglect the 
more emotionally fraught interests, concerns, and questions about the past that teachers and 
students bring into the classroom.   
In this research I convened six teachers who teach history or social studies in the 
Southeast United States, asking them to reflect on how their own relationships to—and 
anxieties about—particular past events relate to their teaching practice. Participants 
generated narratives and read and discussed each other’s work along with selections of 
scholarly texts chosen to prompt further reflection. Findings highlight teachers’ fears and 
concerns about the teaching of difficult knowledge and the responsibility of guiding students 
in learning about the most challenging legacies of our collective past. Findings will also 
inform participants’ practice, the field of social studies teacher education, social studies 
practice and curriculum reform, as well as the field of curriculum theory. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF STUDY 
1.1 Introduction: Connections to the Past 
I remember my fifth grade teacher, Mrs. Mankin. She had dark curly hair and braces. 
I remember that I was upset because the next year I would no longer be in elementary school 
and I would miss seeing her after the braces came off.  One evening she called my house to 
tell my family that I had won a writing award. It was a very anxious night for me because I 
was not told what the phone call was about and only found out the next day when she noticed 
that I did not seem excited. I had won a competition called “What It Means to be American” 
or “Why I’m Proud to be An American.” She told me that I would be presented an award by 
a group of war veterans who had read our papers. I was to share first place with another girl, 
and we would have to read our essays in front of the fifth grade class and the parents of other 
students who had won.   
As she talked my stomach dropped, my armpits began to sweat, and I remember 
feeling angry with her. I would have to read these words out loud, words that I had written 
insincerely. I wasn’t technically American—I was not born here, and I only had a green card. 
Would they check? 
I cannot remember what I wrote, but it was not about the way of being American I 
had learned at home. At home, being American was a reprimand. I was told “no sea tan 
Americana” or “parece toda una Americana”1 if I didn’t greet an elder quickly enough, if I 
shut the door to my room, or if I asked for a different kind of sandwich in my school lunch. 
                                                 
1 “Don’t be so American.” The second sentence can be translated several ways: “She looks/seems like a total 
American” or “You look/seem like a total American.”   
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Being American meant that you didn’t like your family or you asked them to stay at a hotel 
when they came for a holiday. It meant not knowing about the world, not knowing that 
people who speak Spanish come from many different countries and that they too had arts and 
universities and culture.         
A popular nursery rhyme in Spanish that teaches vowel sounds consists of the lyrics 
“La mar estaba serena, serena estaba la mar.” For each verse, a vowel replaces the original 
vowels in the words until the child has gone through a-e-i-o-and u.  This song is the only one 
I remember singing with my stepmother as a child. In our version of the rhyme, the second 
verse was: La mara estaba serena, serena estaba la mar, los yanquis quieren robarnos 
docientas millas de mar.” In English the lyrics are, “The sea was serene, serene was the sea, 
the Yankees want to steal two hundred miles of our sea.” She told me stories about how the 
United States tried to steal ocean from Ecuador and other countries in order to fish for tuna. 
She would tell me about yanqui oil interests in Ecuador, yanqui supported military regimes 
that tortured and killed people, yanqui exploitation of natural resources, Chiquita Banana, 
and even yanqui appropriation of the American identity. They called themselves by a name 
that belonged to all the people of the Americas.  
As Mrs. Mankin talked, I imagined what I would hear at home after they heard my 
explanation or, worse, experience of, what it meant to be an American. I was terrified of 
being caught in a lie— in school being American had been about Thanksgiving and the 
Statue of Liberty, answering questions at the end of the chapter, making posters about what 
life was like in colonial times, studying the arts and crafts of different indigenous groups, 
welcoming immigrants, important people in American history, feeling special.  
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I feared the moment these two ways of being American would collide. Perhaps I 
dreaded having to declare an allegiance to one or the other- would the veterans who had 
chosen my essay as one of the best confront me? Would my family? Why hadn’t my teacher 
stopped this?  
At the time, I am certain I didn’t consider myself to have “critical consciousness” or 
awareness of national myths of progress. I did not have categories for the jarring differences 
between the history of the United States I was learning at school and the one I had learned at 
home, but I was disturbed by the contradictions between, for example, the narrative told in 
the United States of how regular German people succumbed to National Socialism, the 
complete denial of their complicity or responsibility I heard from some members of my 
German family, and the blunt acknowledgement of these situations from family on my 
mother’s side. While perhaps an adult might consider these contradictions part of history’s 
interpretative nature, or a nuanced context or perspective about the past and a people’s need 
to weave narratives that make the past coherent (Bruner, 2005), to me, these completely 
different ways of seeing the past were unsettling. 
Education literature, in social studies and history in particular, praises a critical, even 
skeptical orientation toward knowledge and the world; students should be (or will one day 
be) active citizens on the lookout for the -isms, should be conscious of racial, gender, and 
economic inequity, develop critical thinking skills that help them to uncover oppressive and 
hegemonic power structures, and doubt the heroic narratives of progress toward greater 
freedom for all. But if I am honest, in my everyday life, the consistent doubt and 
categorization of storytellers as potentially unreliable narrators was not empowering. I did 
not experience the harmony and cohesion that come from some of the social functions of 
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historical narratives described by narrative psychologist Jürgen Straub (2005b), as the mutual 
creation of a world between the teller and the listener wherein the listener has accepted the 
teller’s invitation to share a conception of reality and they “create a basis for consensual 
judgments and coordinated, cooperative action” (66). I declined the invitation and instead felt 
unattached. How did this alienation shape my understanding of history? How would such 
feelings work within my role as a teacher? Historical narratives and historical thinking raise 
questions that are intellectual and directly related to the stuff of teaching social studies, but 
they also raise questions that are very personal, emotional, and meaningful to the lived 
experiences of teachers and to the complicated conversation of curriculum.  
In this study, I wish to propose an approach that addresses both the intellectual and 
emotional interests and concerns of those who teach about the past. This project is guided by 
the following questions:  
1. How do teachers describe their connections to the past?  
2. How are teachers’ conceptions of the past related to conceptions of the past within the 
discipline of history?   
3. How do teachers’ questions and concerns about the past inform their interpretations and 
teaching of history?  
In my own schooling before I became a teacher, I was drawn to stories that explored 
this feeling of detachment. I read Charles Brockden Brown’s (1791) gothic novel Edgar 
Huntly, Or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker about a somnambulant  narrator whose narrative can 
never really be trusted. I would later learn that this novel is said to question the assumption 
that memory can produce a reliable account of history, in this case a history that repudiates 
the stable, rational self upon which political thought and ideas about moral citizenship at the 
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time were based (Murison, 2009). Brown sets the novel in the year the Constitution was 
written and published (1787) and tells the readers in the preface that the narrator’s adventures 
“[grow] out of the condition of our country” (1791, p. 3). What does this mean? Edgar 
Huntly offers a glimpse at the dangers of an over-reliance on rationalism and the mind in the 
construction of history, particularly through the written documents produced at the time. The 
Constitution, land deeds and titles, treaties with native peoples, and other written texts were 
documents that served as the rational basis for the legitimization of the nation and to 
reconstruct the settler colonial narrative (Bergland, 2004). What might it mean to cast doubt 
on the documents, the “evidence”, used to secure the rights to land and people while taking it 
from others?   
At different points in my life, beginning as a high school student, I read and reread 
Jean Rhys’ (1966) haunting novel Wide Sargasso Sea, an adaptation of Charlotte  Brontë’s 
Jane Eyre focused on the story of the madwoman in the attic. Jean Rhys is said to have taken 
issue with Brontë’s portrayal, or rather non-portrayal, of Bertha Mason’s character 
(Ciolkowski, 1997; Kimmey, 2005), who, like Rhys herself, was Creole. In Rhys’ novel, the 
forgotten woman reemerges as Antoinette Mason and tells a fragmented and interrupted 
narrative that, rather than the consolidated subjectivity of the traditional Bildungsroman, 
culminates with Antoinette’s “negative personhood” (Neel, 2017), a ghost in an attic. It is a 
story of irreconcilable, permanent difference between past and present, and marginality: she 
belongs neither in European society on the island nor among the former slaves, she is free 
because she is white but is her husband’s property, the inheritor of a “diseased historical 
legacy” (Ciolkowski, 1997, p. 346). She remarks, “I often wonder who I am and where is my 
country and where do I belong and why was I ever born at all” (Rhys, 1966, p. 61).  
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I think I was drawn to these novels, and others like them, because their narratives 
acknowledged ambiguity, contradiction, contingency, and, most of all, doubt and uneasiness 
about the past and its ability to be contained. These were stories that explored what it felt like 
to exist between the boundaries that constitute national, ethnic, racial, or linguistic 
identifications and questioned the texts upon which what is called historical evidence were 
based. In them, it was never clear who was victim and who was perpetrator, who was 
oppressed and who was the oppressor. I should point out that I had found a place to explore 
my preoccupations about the past in literature, and not in the academic study of history. I had 
not considered my interests and concerns historical as these musings were solitary and my 
ideas about the past inchoate as they remained unexamined suspicions and intuitions, even 
when I became a fifth grade teacher myself and had the responsibility of teaching the past to 
young children.   
In the preface to the interdisciplinary series Making Sense of History, historian and 
theorist Jörn Rüsen (2005) reminds us that, “there are special areas of human thought, action, 
and suffering that call for a specifically ‘historical thinking’” (p. ix). These are: “(1) the 
construction and perpetuation of collective identity, (2) the reconstruction of patterns or 
orientation after catastrophes and events of massive destruction, (3) the challenge of patterns 
of orientation presented by and through the confrontation with radical otherness, and (4) the 
general experience of change and contingency” (p. ix). If these areas of life call for thought 
about the past, it would seem that they are present every day in schools and in our lives. 
When I taught in California, New York, and North Carolina, I remember all these “special 
areas” as present for me with each group of students: a school’s temporary move from posh 
Piedmont to a building in a city the parents described as “urban” when they meant non-white 
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and poor, one mass shooting after another, the earthquake in Haiti, the South Asian tsunami, 
Hurricane Katrina, visits to Manhattan from the Bronx and students’ reactions to the 
differences between the two, the racial slur spray-painted on the office door of the only black 
teacher in the Piedmont school. Yet, conversations among teachers or between students and 
teachers did not address such themes as provocations for historical thinking.   
It is not my own, particular experience of learning about the past that I want to focus 
upon, or on what it was like to teach history to groups of fifth graders. Rather, what is 
significant is the fact of my isolation in making sense of my experience of what it might 
mean to understand the past, as well as that I had never considered my questions and feelings 
“historical.” I had thought that questions that involved complexity and uneasiness belonged 
in the realms of creativity and imagination. I did not realize, for example, that my own 
reactions to questions about my cultural identity or language use, and the negotiations 
involved in responding to “Where are you from?” could be explored by the study of history 
as well as poetry and literature and art. My feelings about such questions connected to 
historical narratives of nationalism, linguicism, and changing constructions of the categories 
we use to classify one another; yet, I had framed these issues as particular to my own 
situation.  Years later, in graduate school, while watching others teach, I came to realize that 
perhaps such concerns, fears, and questions about the past and curriculum should be 
considered relevant to history.   
As a social studies methods instructor, I observed many lessons by student teachers. 
Some planned action-filled simulations of war, mock-debates about major historical 
decisions such as participation in war, guest lectures from genocide survivors and war 
veterans, analysis of photography and art; others lectured with the aid of maps and 
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illustrations. I wondered what anxieties and concerns of their own, what hopes and fears 
about the past they addressed while constructing their accounts of the past represented in 
these lessons. I wondered about the topics they avoided teaching, which historical actors they 
sympathized with or condemned, and why so many student teachers focused on the details of 
human suffering. As they taught, I intuited an underlying anxiety in these ‘model’ lessons— 
in the pauses as they talked with students, in furtive glances cast toward me, and in 
breakdowns in communication as we processed and “debriefed” their lessons.  
I thought I might explore these anxieties with them in the methods class. There, 
discussions that went beyond the development and purposes of social studies education into 
the murky territory of emotions or “theory” ended disastrously. Students could articulate 
their fears about classroom management and seemed confident that their love of children, 
concern with social justice, ability to make learning fun and be agents of change would 
contribute to their success. And, to varying degrees, students agreed on the interpretative 
nature of history and that this orientation should be conveyed somehow to their students. We 
could, however, not seem to have discussions that did not devolve into “what is truth, 
anyway?” or some variant of this, and students grew frustrated with me because these 
discussions did not relate to their immediate classroom needs.  
One class session in particular stands out in my mind: I had assigned students a 
reading by Peter Seixas. They read a chapter from Narration, Identity, and Historical 
Consciousness, titled “Historical Consciousness: The Progress of Knowledge in a 
Postprogressive Age” in which Seixas (2005) outlines seven issues/paradoxes that historical 
thinkers encounter and must address: historical epistemology, historical significance, moral 
judgments, continuity and change, tropes of progress and/or decline, empathy, and  historical 
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agency. He also describes four types of historical consciousness: traditional, progressive, 
critical, and genetic2. It is pretty easy to guess which type(s) students thought they should be 
and which was an anathema in their teacher education program. 
The chapter presented the issues/paradoxes with examples that historians have 
worked to interpret, to which I thought the students might relate in terms of what they had 
been tasked with teaching. At first no one would participate and, with much coaxing, several 
students admitted they did not understand the chapter. I thought that this was really a polite 
way of rejecting the substance of what they had read; they were right, it did not relate directly 
to what they would have to do the next day in the classrooms or help them to pass their own 
teacher portfolio standardized assessments. I had named the anxieties I had detected in their 
teaching as the specific issues outlined in the assigned reading and had set them up to feel 
judged and evaluate themselves and each other; it was no surprise they resisted. I had taken 
the complex questions about teaching the past to young people and predetermined which 
examples they might find thought provoking and referred them to a rubric like all the other 
rubrics they encountered. I had not asked them: what does this mean to you?  
The Seixas issues and paradoxes might help us to frame conversations about 
historical consciousness and historical thinking, but they led us to focus on just that: thinking. 
The uneasiness and palpable tension in the room during some of their most authentic 
teaching, during reenactments, for example, did not come from their thoughts alone. Anxiety 
and worry are part of learning, and play no small role in learning to teach; that much has 
                                                 
2 This is based on Jörn Rüsen’s work. See for example, Meaning and Representation in History (2006) and 
“Historical Narration: Foundation, Types, Reason” and  “Narrative Competence: The Ontogeny of Historical 
and Moral Consciousness in History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation (2005).       
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been discussed elsewhere.3 I think that some of my students’ discomfort might have come 
from unasked questions about what exactly it was that they were responsible for 
communicating about history and the past. Entangled in the usual new teacher hopes and 
fears that accompany the responsibility of educating the young about history are bigger 
questions about the meaning of the discipline and of the very project of trying to understand 
the past.   
Through autobiographical and phenomenological research methods, and 
psychoanalytic and pedagogical frames, this study considers what kinds of interests, 
concerns, and questions the past raises for teachers, as well as how such expressions of 
subjectivity relate to the discipline of history and its presence in their own classroom 
practice. The specificity of autobiographical writing and the phenomenological analyses it 
leads to, invite complexity, ambiguity, and contradiction, and acknowledge an interrogative, 
rather than prescriptive, stance toward history.   
1.2 Outline of the Dissertation   
Chapter 2 offers a synthesis of scholarship that explores the epistemological issues 
related to answering the question: what does it mean to understand the past. I examine work 
that discusses how language and narrative shape and are shaped by how we make sense of 
and interpret the past with other people (Bruner, 2005; Polkinghorne, 2005; Rüsen, 2005c; 
Straub, 2005b; J. V. Wertsch, 2004), the structure and function of narratives (Bruner, 2005; 
Polkinghorne, 2005; Straub, 2005b) and of historical consciousness (Rüsen, 2005c; P. Seixas, 
2000, 2004, 2005). Part of studying the past also involves considering how time is 
experienced and talked about and what is meant when people say they feel connected to 
                                                 
3 See for example the work of Deborah Britzman, including Practice Makes Practice: A Critical Study of 
Learning to Teach (2003) and “Teacher Education As Uneven Development: Toward A Psychology of 
Uncertainty” (2007). 
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historical places or things (Carr, 2006, 2014), or experience history itself (Ankersmit, 2005, 
2006a).  In addition to studies of narrative, I also included scholarship on how groups share 
narratives through collective memory, how narratives tell us who and how we are and should 
be, as well as how the present calls on the past in orienting people in the present (Halbwachs, 
1992; J. V. Wertsch, 2008). My goal was to enrich discussions with the project participants 
in their interpretations of their autobiographical writings, but also to use these texts as frames 
through which to read and interpret their writings and discussions during the seminar 
meetings.  
I also include in this chapter a brief overview and analysis of the educational 
scholarship to which this project responds. I review the various meanings and interpretations 
of the concept of historical thinking as well as the empirical work that addresses historical 
thinking in the preparation of history and social studies teachers and argue that teacher 
interpretations and connections to the past must be acknowledged. Finally, I address how the 
discipline itself can provide inspiration for a pedagogy that acknowledges human 
subjectivity, creativity, and reflexivity.   
Chapter 3 describes the research approach of this study. I examine research methods 
and mindsets in education that I find diminish the subjectivity and experiences of teachers, as 
well as discuss my search for a method that does acknowledge these dimensions as well as 
include participants in both the object and findings of the study (the form and the content). 
Next, I describe the approaches to educational research from which I draw: autobiography, 
phenomenology, psychoanalytic theory, and pedagogy. This chapter also includes a 
description of the process of participant selection, data gathering (writing of autobiographical 
narratives and interpretive seminar sessions), analysis, and interpretation.    
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In Chapter 4, I discuss my interpretations of the participating teachers’ narratives. I 
open with a brief introduction to each of the teachers, and then discuss the issues, dilemmas, 
inconsistencies, and questions the teachers raised in their narratives. One undercurrent of 
these multi-layered narratives was an interest in the tension between order and chaos, 
control/agency and contingency: the teachers questioned guilt and responsibility in 
understanding the past, the limits of human agency within a chaotic past, and control in 
narrating and passing on stories through generations. Teachers also struggled to make sense 
of the troubled legacies we inherit and how we communicate them to young people. Some of 
the narratives took up themes about collective memory and the tension between the desire for 
belonging entwined with community, tradition, and family, and the wish to escape the 
potentially stifling embrace or the outright rejection of this same community or family.   
In Chapter 5, I interpret the four seminar meetings, with attention to the content and 
the form of our discussions and how they take up the teachers’ questions about what it means 
to understand the past in relation to their autobiographical narratives and the academic 
readings with which they engaged.  I approach the analysis of these meetings both 
chronologically and thematically; in other words, I present the ways in which the teachers’ 
questions and concerns about the past emerged from rhythms and movements of the 
conversations over time as well as discuss the themes and questions themselves. The 
teachers’ discussions included themes that addressed the limits of empathy and language in 
the study of the past with young people, their interests and concerns in the teaching of 
difficult knowledge, particularly histories of genocide and slavery, and especially how their 
own histories connected to their attachment to hope in teaching these difficult histories.   
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Finally in Chapter 6, I synthesize the findings and questions this study raised for me 
as well as for its participants. I also present possibilities for shifts in the culture of teaching to 
allow for a vision of the study of history that acknowledges human subjectivity. I also 
include several appendices that summarize the teachers’ narratives and the readings assigned 
to the teachers for discussion.    
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CHAPTER 2: MAKING SENSE OF THE PAST 
For that summer Lucille was still loyal to us. ... She and I were together, always, 
everywhere. Sometimes she would only be quiet, sometimes she would tell me that I 
ought not to look at the ground when I walked (my posture was intended not to so 
much to conceal as to acknowledge and apologize for my increasingly excessive 
height), and sometimes we would try to remember our mother, though more and more 
we disagreed and even quarreled about what she had been like. Lucille’s mother had 
been orderly, vigorous, sensible, a widow (more than I ever knew or she could prove) 
who was killed in an accident. My mother presided over a life so strictly simple and 
circumscribed that it could not have made significant demands on her attention. She 
tended us with a gentle indifference that made me feel she would have liked to be 
even more alone-she was the abandoner, and not the one abandoned.    (Robinson, 
1997, p. 109)   
This passage in Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping haunts me each time I read it as 
Ruthie reveals the diverging stories that memorialize her mother. At this point in Ruthie’s 
recollections, she and her sister Lucille have begun to grow apart. The girls’ drifter aunt 
Sylvie cares for them after their grandmother’s death, and with each passing day under her 
care, the house and their lives seem to move further away from the established patterns and 
practices of their lives before Sylvie’s arrival.  
Slowly, leaves accumulate in corners, creatures inhabit the cupboards, and collections 
of cans and bottles cover all surfaces of the house. Sylvie spends many hours in silence, 
absorbed in her own thoughts. When she speaks it is to tell stories about her travels, stories 
not always told with the recognition of her listeners’ young age or with the acknowledgment 
that recounting the past entails certain expectations or responsibilities. For example, when the 
girls ask her about their mother, who had committed suicide, Sylvie describes their mother’s 
love of cats and stamp collecting. When they press for more information, “But what was she 
like?” (p. 51), Sylvie replies, “It’s hard to describe someone you know so well” (p. 51). She 
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cannot, or will not, provide the girls with the comfort of a description that might inscribe 
their mother in their memories.  
As time passes and Sylvie’s eccentric ways of keeping house draw the attention of the 
town’s authorities, Lucille begins to long for order and orderliness in her life while Ruthie 
embraces Sylvie’s transient ways of thinking and being. We see these differences in their 
narratives about their mother. One mother is normal, she keeps house and wants to live— she 
performs the role of “mother” in the way Lucille sees it performed by other mothers in the 
town.  Ruthie’s version of their mother portrays a woman who cannot be bothered to notice 
her children, and it does not obscure her suicide. Sylvie, the last connection to their family 
and to the past, does not characterize her at all.    
What is haunting to me about this particular description of how the sisters’ relate to 
the past is that a “teacher” in the scenario, a role model, an adult keeper of the family’s 
memories, is absent. Sylvie abstains from building a narrative that would bind together two 
sisters, a family, a community, a town, a society, or even one about their mother’s suicide, 
why they returned to Fingerbone, or much at all about what the family was like. She engages 
with neither history nor memory, she does not pass on family stories to the girls: look, this is 
who you are, who we are, how we are etc. Instead, Lucille and Ruthie retain only quickly 
fading images of their mother and bits and pieces of information about their family, none of 
which tells them much about who they are in relation to their mother or to the world. They 
must construct the stories themselves from scraps of the past that have rotted away, differing 
stories that lead Lucille toward a normal life, Ruthie toward a life of itinerancy. From 
somewhere in adulthood, Ruthie states: 
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‘I have never distinguished readily between thinking and dreaming. I know my life 
would be much different if I could ever say, This I have learned from my senses, 
while that I have merely imagined. […] Fact explains nothing. On the contrary, it is 
fact that requires explanation’ (pp. 215-7).  
The sisters’ exchange about their mother is haunting, not because I do not recognize 
the oppressiveness of the past Sylvie and Ruthie try to escape or avoid, but because such a 
contingent and tenuous reconstruction of who someone might have been seems terrifying. 
Cut off from others’ stories that help us create our own (Carr, 2014; Ricœur, 2006), where 
does subjectivity come from or go? What does it mean to refuse the symbols and 
representations of history and memory that people use to connect past with present, to anchor 
the individual somewhere in the stream of time and to others? What kinds of symbols and 
representations within a person’s lived experience hold meaning? And, with Sylvie in mind, 
how do these questions relate to the commitments and responsibilities of teachers and 
caretakers as they understand and communicate the past?  Sylvie, as the link between the 
girls and the world, neither shields them from nor explains the difficult knowledge of their 
mother’s suicide and abandonment: what can such an act of pedagogical abstention tell us 
about the fears and concerns teachers have about teaching a troubled past to students?    
Robinson’s novel does not give us answers to these questions. While the novel is not 
a complete repudiation of housekeeping— the project of ordering and tidying life in attempts 
to establish some kind of permanence or coherence— Ruthie’s story does raise doubts and 
questions about this project. It reminds me that the project of history is also a type of 
housekeeping; it is a sorting of past events and people into coherence, order, and significance 
(White, 1973). We sort and order our everyday experiences of the past, too, the collected 
stories passed on and revised over generations, repeated in hopes of sharing something of 
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what might have been the original experience, photos into albums, stories we tell ourselves 
about our individual existence.  
Through the results of Sylvie’s and Ruthie’s peace with no longer being tethered to 
the past, to ritual or custom, facts or stories, we see our own need for making sense of the 
past in our everyday lives as well as the tenuousness of our ability to understand the past. The 
aim of this chapter is to identify and examine, through the frames of historical theory and the 
study of historical memory, the issues, dilemmas, paradoxes, juxtapositions, and 
complications that arise in the attempt to understand and discuss the past, and especially how 
these matter to those who teach about the past. I trace some of the themes that guided this 
study and my discussions with teachers around the question of what it means to understand 
and connect to the past, the limitations of extant discourses within education related to these 
themes, and I introduce a vision for a social studies pedagogy that honors human subjectivity.       
I have taken issue (and still do) with the charts and rubrics that flatten complexities 
and iron out wrinkles in discussions of historical consciousness, for instance, especially those 
that involve teachers and students. But I know that clarity is necessary so that there is at least 
some overlap in the language used to represent experience or ideas.  To that end, I have 
separated into somewhat artificial sections the themes and issues that can help us to answer 
the question: what does it mean to understand the past? My intent is to present some of the 
concepts I used both in discussions with teachers as well as in my interpretation of their 
narratives and conversations, while still acknowledging the fluid and temporary boundaries 
between one concept and the next.  
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2.1 Historical Consciousness and How We Shape Images of the Past  
I want to first contextualize the concept of historical consciousness within the 
scholarship that addresses some of the questions we must consider in descriptions of what it 
means to understand the past and to teach about it to young people. Historical consciousness 
is one way of describing how we make sense of the past, the kinds of questions we ask, the 
types of stories we both hear, interpret, and communicate about the past. It is the term I used 
in the various discussions and communications with teachers when I wanted to signify 
something other than skills or methods, and a concept about which they read in the assigned 
texts that framed our discussions about their own connections to the past and how these 
related to their classroom practice. Psychologists like Straub (2005) look to narrative to 
explore how people engage in the meaning-making processes associated with interpretation 
of the past through the narrative construction of connections between past, present, and 
future; he loosely terms this “historical consciousness.” Though, as Straub contends, (2005b) 
there is no generally accepted definition, and in order  to reconsider taken-for-granted 
understandings of this widely used4 concept, it is helpful to work through some extant 
descriptions of historical consciousness.  
Peter Seixas (2004), founding director of the Centre for the Study of Historical 
Consciousness5 at the University of British Columbia, aligns with a definition in the journal 
History and Memory, “the area in which collective memory, the writing of history, and other 
modes of shaping images of the past in the public mind merge” (p. 10),  and extends the 
focus on the past to include the relationship emphasized by European scholars between the 
                                                 
4 It is widely used in discussing both disciplinary and everyday orientations toward the past, as well as in 
literature on history education.  
 
5 The Centre opened in 2001 and closed in June 2016 when Seixas retired.  
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past and its connections to understandings of the present and future. He describes the 
European, specifically German6, concept of historical consciousness as distinctive (2017a, p. 
595) in that it not only addresses the relationship of academic history to ordinary life, but 
also that between knower and known, and its expression through narrative. In the European 
model, he points out, when historical consciousness infused school curricula, the “goal” of 
teaching historical consciousness in schools was not to learn how to “do” history (as has been 
in the United States) but for the public to develop ways to make sense of history (p. 596).  
The specific focus on the present and future is a preoccupation in the work of Jörn 
Rüsen (2005b). In History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation (part of the Making Sense 
of History series) he emphasizes the role of historical consciousness in practical life. He 
writes:  
Stated succinctly, history is the mirror of past actuality into which the present peers in 
order to learn something about its future. Historical consciousness should be 
conceptualized as an operation of human intellection rendering present actuality 
intelligible while fashioning its future perspectives. Historical consciousness deals 
with the past qua experience; it reveals to us the web of temporal change within 
which our lives are caught up, and (at least indirectly) the future perspectives toward 
which that change is flowing (p. 28-9).    
Rüsen, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, has developed a description of four types of 
historical consciousness: traditional, exemplary, critical, and genetic (see Appendix 1). The 
most concise summary of the typlogy comes from Seixas’ (2017a) most recent work on 
models of historical thinking: he describes the stages progressing from ignorance of the 
differences between past, present, and future (traditional) to the ability to learn from actions, 
ideas and mores of the past, recognize the role of context, and use the past in orientations 
toward the future (genetic).  For this typology, Rüsen (2005b) considers six factors of 
historical consciousness in describing each type: experienced of time, patterns of historical 
                                                 
6 According to Seixas (2017a, p. 595) this term rose to prominence in German didactics in the 1970s.  
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significance, orientation of external life, orientation of internal life (historical identity), 
relation to moral values, and relation to moral reasoning. While such a characterization of 
historical consciousness may seem reductionist, Rüsen is careful to point out that his 
typology is meant as a heuristic and methodological tool for comparative research7.  
Work in history education in the United States has largely neglected historical 
consciousness, and has instead focused on historical understanding and thinking. Within an 
orientation toward the past that seeks, as I mentioned earlier, to inculcate the “doing” of 
history in teachers and students, everyday understandings of the past have been left out of 
curricular conversations. Seixas (2017a) attributes this focus to the incorporation of history 
into the social studies and the American fixation upon methods, as well as curricular 
positions that  prioritize a Brunerian structure of the disciplines approach rather than theory 
of history or historical consciousness.  He claims, “it is only a slight overstatement to say that 
the methods of doing history became the ends of learning history” (pg. 596).  
I incorporate the concept of historical consciousness into all parts of this study—how 
I make sense of my own relationship to the past, in the assigned readings that provided 
teachers with new language through which to think about their own and on another’s 
connections to the past, how I read and interpreted the teachers’ narratives and subsequent 
analyses and readings—because it is a concept that, unlike historical thinking, places 
emphasis on dynamic, dialogic relationships: between student and teacher, self and world, 
self and past, self and self. In orientation, toward the past, future, and present, there is 
                                                 
7 Seixas (2017b) points out  that while Rüsen’s four types of historical  consciousness are important and useful 
to describe how people might understand and use the past, there are challenges in actually applying this 
typology to empirical work. He refers especially to the work of Catherine Duquette on students’ application of 
historical consciousness (see (Duquette, 2015)  Relating Historical Consciousness to Historical Thinking 
Through Assessment, which grew out of her dissertation Le rapport entre la pensee historique et la conscience 
historique (2011). 
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movement, and in movement I see a way to address what the past means within people’s 
lives. 
2.2 Language, Narrative, and Historical Consciousness  
Once a moment is part of the past, it is gone. What meaning we can make is partial 
and inferential, as the gap between the present and the past can only be bridged through 
language, and language, of course, is a representation and not the thing itself. Language and 
its representation in the study of the past provides the first kind of complexity in 
understanding the past I wish to address, in particular because of their importance to 
pedagogy. Language and its representation of the past link the student to the teacher, and 
both to the evidentiary record and other types of textual representations of the past, and are 
the medium through which we communicate our understandings of ourselves and of the past. 
I also wanted to consider in this study the limitations of language in understanding and 
communicating about the past: how can academic discourses help us to make meaning of 
experiences of and in the past that are beyond language? 
Intellectual historian Frank Ankersmitt (2006b), states that “language as the 
embodiment of context and tradition …destroys … the structure of experience and places 
itself between us and the world” (p.117), but encourages us not to fret too much about the 
inability of language to convey truth, reminding us that without representation we would, in 
fact, have no access to the represented at all.  It is perhaps more important to notice the 
limitations, conflicts, and situatedness of records of the past and their linguistic 
representations, so that we can, according to history education scholar Bruce Van Sledright 
(2016), “overcome the threat of being beguiled into mistaking the past’s residual objects for 
the past itself” (42).  
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In the special case of the past, our own and the historical past, philosopher of history 
and phenomenologist David Carr (2014) points out that the gap between past and present is 
even greater because the object which language is supposed to represent was never an object 
in the world to begin with, but rather an event, person, or action. The professional historian, 
too, faces these issues. As Carr (2014) and others such Ankersmitt (1996) or narrative 
psychologist Jürgen Straub (2005) assert, the evidentiary record upon which historians rely 
does not grow from observations by historians of events or people in the past, but from 
fragments and representations. To complicate things further, the layperson or professional 
historian who examines these representations of the past “sees” in ways that are guided by 
the questions and concerns that prompt the examination in the first place. In other words, as 
Parkes (2011), interpreting Tom Popkewitz, points out: the evidence is shaped by the 
questions a person asks or the problems she attempts to solve or understand.  
This is not to say that there are not verifiable “facts” about the past with which 
historians and others can work to understand what came before. I turn to Hayden White to 
illustrate this point. In The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical 
Representation, White (1987) presents the reader with a list of “happenings” from the Annals 
of St. Gall. These are events listed next to the year in which they took place (e.g. 709: Hard 
winter, Duke Gottfried died.) with no accompanying interpretation or other language. These 
are events are indeed facts in that we think that they took place. But what do they mean and 
why do they matter?  For the modern scholar, White (1987) points out, such a list causes 
great anxiety as he “seeks fullness and continuity in an order of events” (p.9).  I do not think 
this dilemma is unique to the historian: as teachers order the curricular representations of the 
past, and structure students’ relationship to these materials, what questions, concerns, and 
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what kinds of meanings are communicated to students? It is the need for this continuity, and 
its execution, that leads us to the next complexity, the “facts” must be turned into a narrative 
that explains why those events matter and what meaning can be made through their 
connections.  
Straub (2005b) addresses this concern as he interprets Ricoeur’s work; he explains 
that through “the sign of the Analogous” historical representations that carry within them 
traces of the past consist of transformations and mediations that produce understanding, and 
groups of people share representations that are significant to them. Whether it is through the 
documents and artifacts historians study or the particular echoes and materials of the past in 
our everyday experiences, the representations we share with others are often in narrative8 
form.   
There are varying interdisciplinary perspectives on the existence of narrative, but 
there are two unanswerable questions these address: are our experiences of the world chaotic, 
incoherent, and in need of narrative to make sense of them, or do we make sense of the world 
through narrative as we live in it? In applying these questions to the study of the past, formal 
or informal, we come back to the issue of its partial remains: does the evidentiary record 
exist in narrative form (because we, and those who came before us, experience the world in 
narrative form) or do we impose narrative structure on a collection of unrelated documents, 
events, and people? How do we make sense of our own lives and the lives of those who came 
before use? These questions, even if unarticulated, are engaged every day in the classroom. 
                                                 
8 In much of the scholarship on narrative and history/historical understanding, the meanings of narrative are 
difficult to pin down. While some scholars treat narrative as a mode of cognition as well as a structure of 
thought as well as text or discourse (i.e. Bruner, Wertsch), others pay more attention to the types of narrative 
from which historical thinkers, including historians, choose in the construction of an explanation or 
interpretation (i.e. White) or to narrative from the perspective of language and communication (i.e. Straub). I 
discuss most of these, but for the sake of clarity will use ‘narrative’ and historical narrative to represent: an 
account of the past that pays attention to time, sequence of events, significance, characters, plot, and has 
meaning to an individual or group.       
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Critiques of the authorless master narratives of the textbook aside, teachers still engage in 
communicating something about the past: what is the story they tell and what does it mean 
(to them)?   
Another aspect of historical narrative to consider is its role for and within individuals: 
as a noun, as described above, but also as a verb. Other narrative/cognitive psychologists 
such as Donald Polkinghorne and Jerome Bruner (2005) consider narrative to be part of 
individuals’ ways of thinking; Polkinghorne calls this narrative structuring. It is the main way 
in which people sort and order their experiences— unreflective, lived-through experiences as 
well as memories, into stories with various structures, functions, and interpretations. What 
links the individual to history, according to Polkinghorne, is the idea that narrative 
explanations, and not generalizable laws, are the best way in which to understand human 
activity. Psychologists differ in their positions about whether the capacity to structure 
experiences into narrative form is learned and culturally specific or innate (or both).   
A more existential approach to the relationship between narrative and the individual 
is Rüsen’s (2005b) description of history as “an interpretation of the threatening experience 
of time [that] overcomes uncertainty by seeing a meaningful pattern in the course of time, a 
pattern responding to human hopes and intentions” (pg. 10). By way of history and memory 
we address the threat of death and contingency that comes from no longer following the 
temporal rhythms of biological or natural time. Rather than a relationship to time shaped by 
the cycles of nature, humans have both the burden and freedom of time experienced through 
the socio-cultural frameworks of orientation that we have created. The burden, then, is the 
contingency that results from these artificial frameworks; history, via our narratives and the 
coherence and continuity these give to experiences of time, overcomes, or at least alleviates, 
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this burden and the threat of death. In reading the teachers’ narratives of experience, I wanted 
to understand: what fears are masked, or at least held at bay, by narratives constructed in 
making sense of our own and the collective past— can these tell us something about how and 
why certain narratives have prominence in the classroom?  
What types of narratives might we use to make sense of our lives, past, present, and 
future? In his work on collective memory, educational psychologist James V. Wertsch (2002; 
2004, 2008) suggests that the narratives from which people draw to sort and understand the 
world around them are both how historical consciousness is organized and, drawing on work 
by philosopher Alasdair McIntyre, cultural toolkits shaped by particular socio-cultural 
settings.  These cultural toolkits, of which narratives are just one example, shape the way 
people think and speak about the past to such a degree, Wertsch (2008) argues, that they can 
be considered “coauthors” in reflection on the past. He describes two levels of narratives: 
specific narratives that are based on specific settings, events, and places, and schematic 
narrative templates that are more generalized structures that generate specific narratives. 
Specific narratives describe, for example, “what happened” in a war, with general and 
specific events, places, battles, etc. The schematic narrative template, then, is the “story” into 
which this particular explanation might fit: could the story be called “Progress toward 
Greater Freedom,” or “The Lost Cause” or “Expulsion of Foreign Enemies”? Such narratives 
carry great emotional import for the communities who share them; they are another way in 
which narrative functions to maintain identity and cohesion over time.9 It is through 
Wertsch’s categorization of narratives that I could understand the relationship between 
                                                 
9 Wertsch’s work focuses specifically on the specific and schematic narrative templates used by nation-states in 
creating, shaping, and maintaining collective memory.      
 26 
teachers’ narratives of their particular experiences in and with the past, and the themes and 
questions these provoked about history and the human experience of time. 
2.3 A Detour: Reflections on Content and Form  
Trying to address the many angles of what it means to understand the past is dizzying.  
An image of a Möbius strip comes to mind: it is a strip of paper folded and taped in such a 
way that if one traces a line along the length of the strip of paper, the line returns to the 
starting point without having crossed an edge and can be seen on both sides of the paper. 
Once the line is drawn, the unanswerable (at least for me) questions begin:  how is it possible 
to draw on both sides of a paper without turning it over? How can one continue in a straight 
line but traverse to a new perspective/position, while still somehow existing with the 
original?  
I see a parallel to this infinite journey along the Möbius strip in thinking about events 
in time and what it means to tell others about them. For example, although this project is not 
explicitly about the dimensions of experience as they present themselves to human 
consciousness, any consideration of time must mention experience in general and the human 
experience of time in particular, and from several perspectives that include even more themes 
and questions. In his contribution to the Making Sense of History series, “The Reality Of 
History,” David Carr (2006) discusses the complexities of the relationships between 
historical and nonhistorical narrative, including historians’ pursuit of objectivity in the 
analysis of ordinary experiences and actions in the past.  
His discussion also addresses people’s experience of time itself and whether this is in 
narrative form. In Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical 
World, Carr (2014), for example, considers the experience of time to be inextricable from 
narrative and that narrative, in addition to being aesthetic and cognitive in nature, is practical, 
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a form of life. He argues that narrative is “an organizing principle for actions and experiences 
but also for the self who acts …  the self of the subject of a life story which is forever being 
told and retold in the process of being lived. Living one’s life and telling its story to oneself 
as well as others, are part of the same process” (pg. 113).  Because the acts of living and 
seeing ourselves living are inextricable, he sees continuity between historical reality and 
historical narrative so that narrative is not an alien form imposed upon the past. Still, he 
questions this “universal” way of experiencing time. Rather than an emphasis on the 
differences between past and present to orient us toward the future and give meaning to the 
present, and on progress and linearity, formulated through narrative, what about a conception 
of time based on ritual, repetition, and commemoration (pg. 127)?10  What is to be said about 
narratives, like many of the teachers’, that emphasize not change and movement toward 
something (besides death) in human lives, such as self-understanding or greater empathy and 
connection to historical others, but the persistence of familial ties and ways of being in the 
world?  
If we consider how humans experience time, we also consider whether it is possible 
to experience the past itself. Ankersmit (1996, 2005, 2006a), by way of Dutch historian 
Johan Huizinga’s work, studies this question and likens a historical experience to an aesthetic 
one— a break in the distance between past and present wherein one is completely absorbed 
in a sensation of authenticity and receives a revelation of what the past was “really” like. In 
this sense, history is not about knowledge of the past but concerned with questions of 
                                                 
10 See, for example, social historian John Demos’ (2004) Circles and Lines: The Shape of Life in Early America 
in which he describes early colonial Americans’ experiences of time as cyclical and the subsequent shift to a 
modern, linear conception of time after the Industrial Revolution. This shift in consciousness changed, for 
example, the character of autobiographical writing: the pre-modern diary entries of daily banalities in list form 
became narratives with well-developed “selves” that focused on change, not continuity. For another example, 
see E.P. Thomspson’s (1967) article, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism.”   
 28 
ontology. He (Ankersmit, 2006b, 2006a) claims that although many historians have this 
experience, provoked by ordinary objects or places and resistant to contextualization, its 
description (or even an acknowledgement of its existence) does not appear in their 
monographs. The experiential basis for the study of history is, rather than the object of 
investigation itself, the historical documents that provide the basis for a re-construction, 
rather than construction, of the past.   
Of course the evidentiary basis of history may be a result of the discipline’s structures 
and traditions of argumentation and justification, as there is no way to scrutinize the 
sensations and intuitions that constitute a particular historical experience. And yet we can 
say, as Ankersmit (2006a, 2006b) argues, that historians are indeed guided by the intuitions 
born of such experiences; the kinds of things they choose to ask of the past or whether they 
agree or disagree with colleagues for example, are part of the “Bildung” of the historian’s 
mind (2006b, p. 120). From Bildung to monograph, then, we encounter once again the 
problem of representation and language and are back to Ankersmit’s unpleasant metaphors 
for language as a prison or for the distance between reality of the past and language as a 
bridge that cannot be crossed. Having considered a new perspective—historical experience— 
we are back along the Möbius strip to narrative and language. 
I have made this slight detour using a metaphor of my own as a reflection of both the 
content and form of this project. In thinking about what the past might mean to teachers, I 
read broadly around themes that I intuited (I am willing, unlike Ankersmit’s historians, to 
admit this) might be important, including how we make sense of history and the past, the 
meanings of historical consciousness, and the roles of narrative in the study of the past. 
Initial provocations led to new ones as I talked with teachers about what it means to 
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understand the past, and the trajectory of our conversations was much like the series of 
musings in the example above. We moved through connected ideas and perspectives and 
traversed to new ones; experience to narrative and the limits of representation and feelings, 
and back again to experience, with old insights never really behind us and onward onto a new 
set of associations and considerations that included, but were beyond, where we had begun. 
For the remainder of this chapter, then, I will discuss the ideas that informed and enriched 
these discussions11, with the image of the Möbius strip in mind.  
2.4 Purposes of Narratives of the Past: Learning About Who and How We Are 
If we disentangle for a moment the relationship of narrative to the writing of 
academic history, we can examine how narratives12 function in organizing our everyday 
experiences with and understandings of the past.  In terms of the past, narrative helps us 
“give [shape] to the past by ‘storied’ accounts, accounts which satisfy us by their logical 
consistency, their coherent relationship with the relics of the past and the ‘lifelikeness’, their 
‘feel’ for what, as human beings, we think is likely to have been the case” (Husbands, 1996, 
p. 45). Jerome Bruner (2005) asserts that though shaped by the particularities of time, place, 
and culture, the narratives people use to make sense of the world and the past share universal 
features, ten to be exact. Some of these are: the search for reasons behind historical actions, 
the hermeneutic compulsion that pushes us to ask “why,” construction according to prevalent 
genres, and the inherent contestability within the narratives we construct. Bruner, however, 
places the most emphasis on the imposition of coherence onto the past; the shaping of 
                                                 
11 I selected some of these texts based on the themes and questions provoked by the teachers’ autobiographical 
narratives as well as our discussions; the teachers also read these texts. Others, not read by the teachers, were 
selected because they were related to and/or necessary for indirectly shaping our conversations. This will be 
discussed further in the next chapter.  
 
12 In this section use the term narrative as a reference to both historical and social narratives.  
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seemingly unconnected events into a story that allows us to “create a continuity and then 
locate ourselves in its invented stream” (2005, p. 37). Narrative is how we exist in time.   
Of course any claim to universality can become problematic, even when it 
acknowledges the role of culture in shaping the stories we tell about the past or how, as I 
mentioned previously, linear, progressive time may not be the only way individuals or groups 
experience time. In “Narrative Psychology and Historical Consciousness” psychologist 
Donald Polkinghorne (2005) addresses this problem by pointing out that inherent in the 
concept of narrativity are two tensions. The first is between cosmological time and 
phenomenological time: narrative addresses time as universal in that all humans experience a 
movement from past to present to future with all its limitations and conditions, but, at the 
same time, as a particular, personal phenomenon open to unique interpretations. Though we 
all experience time, our interpretations of the narratives we construct, though influenced, if 
not bounded by, the social world, are expressions of subjectivity.  The second tension is that 
narrative must address both the experience of time within individual human consciousness 
and real events and actions in the world.  
In grasping and making sense of the past in our everyday lives, narratives not only 
provide coherence and a place for individuals within the movement of time, but also function 
within the present.  Maurice Halbwachs (1992), though perhaps not the first to do so 
(Russell, 2006) but certainly the most well known, pointed out that the shape of narratives 
about the past are determined by the needs and concerns of the present. He introduced the 
idea that individuals do not remember alone, but rather depend on the multiple social 
frameworks within which they exist in how they remember, calling this idea “social 
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frameworks of memory” or the “frameworks of collective memory” (Cubitt, 2007).13 The 
relationships we have to others, families, ethnic or any other group identity within the present 
“teach” us, so to speak, how to remember the past.   
 One such way of remembering the past familiar to those who study education is that 
of preserving group cohesion through inclusion or exclusion. In a family, for example, 
Halbwachs (1992) explains that narratives passed on through generations adapt to the mental 
habits and representations of the past common to the family members’ contemporaries. In 
this way, the rules and customs can be preserved over time, but are not so rigid that they 
become unfamiliar to subsequent generations; the need to preserve the rules for “how to be” 
in a particular family shapes the narrative that is to be passed on.  
Narratives of the past, of course, exist to preserve nations and to maintain their 
legitimacy in crises,14 the notorious “grand” or “master” narratives that tell us who can be 
and how to be an immigrant, citizen, true American, a European, whomever. Much of the 
scholarship in education that addresses the past, whether in social studies specifically or in 
the general examination of the processes of education, tends to focus on the place of such 
narratives in schools. More often than not, narratives associated with collective memory or 
heritage, absorbed within the family and society, function in contrast to school knowledge 
and must be unlearned through the teaching of historical narratives. At the same time, the 
                                                 
13 Collective memory is a field unto itself; for the purposes of this dissertation, I will use ‘collective memory’ to 
refer to narratives that stand in contrast to disciplinary historical narratives; that is, narratives that refer 
specifically to the conceptualization and sharing, both within and among individuals, of everyday 
understandings of the past.   
 




narratives taught in schools, “official”15 narratives, can function to preserve myths of 
progress and liberation or to idealize the past in service of consolidating a national identity. 
Researchers study students who, for example, respond differently to history to which their 
heritage aligns (Levy, 2014), student teachers whose understandings of mythologized 
historical figures must be addressed through consciousness raising (Sánchez, 2010), teachers 
as literal embodiments of national identity (Greenwalt & Holohan, 2011), or the appeal to 
teachers of patriotic indoctrination in teaching about the nation’s past (Slekar, 2009).  
Though not always acknowledged within the research itself, this scholarship on 
national narratives about the past16 raises questions that move beyond the immediate, 
practical purposes they serve. We must once again consider the tensions within the human 
experience of time, both social and individual, to question how the social organization of 
time, in this case time represented in public education, connects the past, present, and future. 
Carr (2006) suggests that we reconsider static orientations to the past generally associated 
with socially organized time. The sustenance of communities through the sharing of national 
narratives of progress with young people, for example, serves not only to protect a group 
from an uncertain future, but also as a call to action in the present. As a result, the past itself 
is constantly revisited and revised, appealed to or condemned: never again, looking back at 
golden times, hope and change, etc.    
Historical and social narratives also serve less pernicious purposes and exist within 
and between individuals as they make sense of their relationships to national or other large-
group narratives. Straub (2005b) and Polkinghorne (2005) point to purposes such as:  to form 
                                                 
15 For a discussion of the difference between “master” and “official” narratives in social studies education, see, 
for example Goldberg’s (2013; 2006) work in Israeli schools. 
 
16 For more examples see the volume of work edited by Carretero, Asensio, and Rodriguez-Moreno (2012) 
History Education and the Construction of National Identities.  
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and preserve identity, communicate values and norms, alleviate conscience or self-
justification, to idealize or criticize the self or reference group, to displace aggression or 
reduce anxiety, to heal, to inspire, or to fulfill wishes. For the individual, narratives about the 
past serve as a tool of orientation for life practice; reciprocally constitutive (Straub, 2005b), 
narrative and the experience of time tell us about the world as we construct it, who and how 
we are to ourselves and others, how to face the radical uncertainty of the future. The “use” of 
history has itself, in fact, become a concept in history education to link historical 
consciousness and historical culture; it is a way to concretize how people use the past to 
orient themselves in the present (Nordgren, 2016).17 According to Nordgren this might 
specifically include: to explain the world through academic history as well as myths, culture, 
etc.; to form identities (ethnic, national, etc.); and to build arguments to exert influence (e.g. 
policy, the nation-state and collective memory).    
The preceding is only a brief overview of how narratives help us to make sense of the 
past and its presence in everyday experience. The structure and function of narrative, as well 
as how narratives change over time, are objects of study across and within many disciplines. 
So far, I have discussed social narratives with some mention of their relation to historical 
narratives that emerge from the work of academic historians. Do the narratives individuals 
and groups use to make sense of the past and the world disappear after historians’ careful 
disciplinary training? If we consider the use of narrative as a mode of discourse through 
which to communicate interpretations of the past, then narrative indeed has a place in 
academic history.  
                                                 
17 Kenneth Nordgren, a Swedish history education scholar, advocates for the inclusion of “use of history” as a 
historical thinking skill. Though not related to the historian’s craft, he argues that this concept (for which he has 
developed a framework) connects interdisciplinary knowledge about the contemporary role of history 
(Nordgren, 2016).  
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In the monographs and other written work historians produce, they do not typically 
create narratives about their own lived experiences of the past. As Ankersmit (2006a, 2006b) 
reminds us, historians rarely admit having had direct contact with the past; but sometimes, as 
Peter Novick (1988b) points out in his introduction to That Noble Dream, there are glimpses 
of connections to their material in the personal notes not intended for readers’ eyes.  Rather, 
that which they actually narrativize is much more removed. While many argue that, though 
perhaps not in a causal manner, individual historians’ present understandings certainly 
influence what types of narrative they produce (Ankersmit, 2006b; Carr, 2006; Polkinghorne, 
2005; White, 1973, 1987), the point is that historians consciously or unconsciously apply 
narrative forms to the experiences of people who lived in the distant past with the end goal of 
understanding something specific about this past and sometimes to make meaning of   the 
present. Once again we are in the territory of the relationships between the language, 
narrative, representation, and that which is represented:  the term history itself is ambiguous. 
When we use it, in everyday life, in the classroom, at the dinner table, do we refer to the 
events themselves or to historians’ written accounts of those events (White, 1987), the event 
or the representation (Straub, 2005b)?  
Hayden White (1973)18, whose Metahistory challenged history’s claims to objectivity 
and emphasized its reliance on language, characterized the relationship between the events of 
the past and their representation in the work of historians as a sort of wish fulfillment:  
‘[Arising] out of the desire to have real events display the coherence, integrity, 
fullness, and closure of an image of life that can only be imaginary. The notion that 
sequences of real events possess the formal attributes of the stories we tell about 
imaginary events could only have its origin in wishes, day dreams, reveries’ (White, 
1987, p. 24). 
                                                 
18 Much has been written across several disciplines since Metahistory, both in support and in refutation of 
White’s theories of narrative. I focus on this particular work as it is seen to have been the first of its kind and 
cited in the education scholarship that addresses the role of language and narrative in the study of history.  
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While this example is specifically about the “beginnings” and “endings” attributed to 
events in the past, White generally does not see historical writing as representative of the 
past, but sees an ordered, coherent past as a creation of historical writing. In his narrative 
theory of history, a historian “prefigures” the field even before she has written an 
interpretation. Her “modes of consciousness,” the ways historical “data” and the world in 
general relate to one another in her consciousness, influence how she sees the entire field and 
the questions she asks.  
History as literature, as fiction, has not been part of our considerations thus far. After 
all, the very foundation of research in historical thinking and how teachers are to present the 
past to students rest on the use, evaluation, and interpretation of evidence – a rigorous 
methodology and skills based approach that is supposed to prevent students (and teachers) 
from descending into the “what is truth anyway” despair, wherein, as I mentioned in the 
introduction to this project, all conclusions about the past are equally valid. As Rüsen 
(2005b) has pointed out, White’s thesis caused historians to feel “consigned to the 
uncomfortable and ambiguous vicinity of poetry and robbed of their hard earned dignity as 
scholars of a highly rationalized methodologically confirmed discipline” (p. 9).  
And yet, as Rüsen (2005b) also points out, an origin of the word poetry is poiein- to 
create. There is an act of creation involved in piecing together the traces of the past in a 
meaningful way, and creativity at work in the examination of historical record to find and 
communicate the significance and particularity of the past to others. But a middle space 
exists between the past as knowable and “as it really was,” and that of history as a fictional 
product of the historian’s mind. We might consider objectivity as an ideal or, as Novick 
(1988b) has argued, a myth that sustains the profession through maintenance of the 
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“conviction that [historians are] participating in a collaborative effort … progressing toward 
the ultimate and unitary objective historical truth” (p. 3). It is the field’s own narrative, one 
that eases, if not resolves, the tension between the actual events in the past and the existence 
of such different versions of these events (Novick, 1988b). And yet, again, in spite of 
addressing these questions about narrative and its role in our everyday understandings of the 
past and in the writing of history, we still want to know, as Ankersmit (2006b) and Rüsen 
(2005b) have described: whose version is more accurate? Did this really happen in this way? 
And, should this interpretation matter to me in this particular way? I see this middle space as 
a pedagogical one in which the student or teacher of history can interrogate such questions 
about their own narrative or interpretive preferences and commitments, as well as the sources 
of ambiguity the quest for certainty seeks to eradicate.  
2.5 History and Memory in Making Sense of the Past 
In our everyday lives we make sense of particular and isolated moments, encounters, 
and interactions by weaving them into narratives: this is who and how I am, these things have 
made me who I am and led to me this point, I am how I am now because of these significant 
events in my past. The past is not just “there” as a mental object or image, but consciousness 
shapes it so that we live in the world in a particular way, aware of the past in present 
perception and future anticipations. 
History, then, is how we, our consciousnesses, are joined to one another, past and 
present; as Bruner (2005) puts it, history, in some modest and domesticated way, is the 
canonical setting for individual autobiography. It is one way in which we can make sense of 
how our individual lives fit in or deviate from those that have come before us, how we have 
come to be where and how we are, whether we “make sense” and whether our sense-making 
makes sense, and how we avoid the solipsism of “what is truth anyway” question. History is 
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both present in our lives, but it is also an aim and product of the human mind, and perhaps 
memory links the individual, particular in human experience to what is shared with others. 
Historians direct their mental activities at our collective past, which becomes history only 
after the historian has intentionally represented it as such through interpretation and 
explanation. For the individual, I think it is this process of making sense of life within the 
various possibilities the past offers, the different versions of stories and settings for human 
activity, that makes the study of the past not only meaningful and interesting, but is the 
source of orientation in the present and toward the future that Straub (2005) emphasizes.     
Beyond the shared use of narrative to give shape and meaning to the past, the 
relationship between academic history and everyday understandings of the past can be 
characterized as anything but harmonious. Philosophers of history and theorists will admit 
that all people have historical consciousness; they think about history and the past, whether it 
is a personal, family, national, ethnic, or other. Many of those who actually study such 
matters, and take them seriously, however, are not scholars in history departments; many 
have taken residence in disciplines such as philosophy, anthropology, literary theory, or 
narrative psychology. Historians do not seem enthusiastic about opening the borders that 
separate their craft from common, lived experiences and understandings of the past. In fact, 
these are not called history, but “memory,” “collective memory,” and “heritage.”  
In much of his work, French historian Pierre Nora (1989) has characterized 
(academic) history and memory as enemies. He goes so far as to say that “history is 
perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true mission is to suppress and destroy it” (p. 9). 
The fluidity of the structures and purposes of the narratives that constitute collective memory 
are central to Nora’s characterization of collective memory as “in permanent evolution, open 
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to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious of its successive deformations, 
vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to being long dormant and 
periodically revived” (p.8). The historian works at “sorting, filtering, copying, rejecting, 
selecting, constructing, reworking, and ultimately sanctioning memories” (Parkes, 2011, p. 
91).  
What sense does the teacher make of her role between history and memory, tasked 
with teaching critical thinking skills to analyze the evidentiary record and to present multiple 
perspectives and to question accounts of progress and greater equality for all, but also with 
establishing and sustaining a classroom community of engaged citizens, or honoring the 
traditions and stories about themselves that students bring to the classroom? Conflict, it 
seems, is inherent to the teacher’s role in navigating these poles: there are inevitable tensions 
that surface when student or teacher accounts deviate from official histories or when groups’ 
histories are excluded, distorted, or minimized in these representations.   
There are many ideas about how history and memory relate to one another, why some 
narratives are more prominent within the collective consciousness/memory than others, and 
why some narratives are particularly resistant to change.19  This is not to say that in a 
concrete exchange of memories, when people recount a narrative of a particular event, for 
example, individuals or groups do not “correct” each other or assume a critical stance 
(Ricœur, 2006).  Paul Ricoeur (2006) points out, however, that such criticism is not “raised 
up to the level of an authority standing about the living exchange of memories” (p.12). That 
elevated authority is academic history. And there is reason for history’s vigilance: as 
                                                 
19 See for example: Memory, History, Forgetting (Ricœur, 2004). For why particular historical themes such as 
the Holocaust are so widely taught in public school classrooms, see Thomas Fallace’s (2008) book, The 
Emergence of Holocaust Education in American Schools or article (2006) “The Origins of Holocaust Education 
in American Public Schools.” 
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mentioned above, collective memory and the narratives that constitute it are subject to 
manipulation and abuse. It is easy to point to instances, both past and contemporary, of the 
divergence between the collective memory and history that is manipulated to achieve the 
goals of nationalism, xenophobia, or white supremacy: the exchanges between the teachers in 
this project, for example, were born out of a historical moment fraught with concerns over 
the meaning of so-called historical symbols such as the Confederate flag, the meanings of 
patriotism and the United States’ flag, etc. The teachers with whom I worked on this project 
were faced with explaining, or at least trying to make sense of with their students, a 
presidential candidate who condemned and ridiculed entire groups of people, the conflation 
of the protest of police brutality by taking a knee with disrespect for the American flag or 
national anthem, and, among other issues, the local presence of several memorials to 
Confederate soldiers.  
2.6 History and Memory in Schools: Educational Interpretations and Applications 
2.6.1 Historical Thinking Defined  
Contemporary representations of history within public schools are constructed around 
analytical reasoning, the identification of a “problem” and then using the available evidence 
to come up with a reasoned interpretation, with the end goal of instilling in students the 
intellectual qualities and abilities of historical thinking (Laville, 2004). Cognitive 
psychologist and history education scholar Sam Wineburg (1999, 2001b), perhaps the most 
widely known in the field, characterizes historical thinking as an unnatural achievement: 
Historical thinking, in its deepest forms, is neither a natural process nor something 
that springs automatically from psychological development. It….  goes against the 
grain of how we ordinarily think, one of the reasons why it is much easier to learn 
names, dates, and stories than it is to change the basic mental structures we use to 
grasp the meaning of the past (7).  
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It is  “unnatural” in that it forces us to grapple with the radical differences between 
the past and the present, differences that include context, mindset, and the need to “go 
beyond our own image, to go beyond our brief life, and to go beyond the fleeting moment in 
human history into which we have been born” (Wineburg, 2001b, p. 24). VanSledright 
(2004), drawing on Wineburg’s work, clarifies the term through a focus on the “sine qua non 
of historical thinking” (p. 231), source work, a process he describes as comprised of four 
cognitive acts: identification (knowing what a sources is), attribution (recognizing the source 
as constructed by an author for a purpose), perspective judgment (careful reading of the 
source for the author’s various positions), and reliability assessment (the comparison of the 
source to other sources and/or interpretations). 
2.6.2 Origins 
In his introduction to the collection of essays Historical Thinking and Other 
Unnatural Acts, Sam Wineburg (2001b) describes how he essentially began the literature on 
history learning as a student of Lee Shulman at Stanford in the 1980s: while there had been 
work on the “naïve epistemologies” of students in disciplines such as physics, mathematics, 
and biology, historical understanding had heretofore been ignored in the United States. 
Rooted in the traditions of the cognitive sciences, Wineburg’s (2001b) work in historical 
education stemmed from interest in the discovery of what historians do when they “read 
historically,” and “what concrete acts of cognition lead to sophisticated historical 
interpretations” (p. xii). To this end, his methodology has been, quite literally, to have 
historians, and, in turn, experienced and pre-service teachers, “think aloud” as they examine 
historical documents and discuss the interpretations they make and the conclusions they draw 
(Wilson & Wineburg, 1993; Wineburg, 1991, 2001b, 2005), in order to “[wrest] questions of 
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epistemology from the clouds and [turn] them into objects of empirical inquiry” (2001b, p. 
52).20 
This is not to say that Wineburg’s early research, comprehensive and without 
precedent, depicts students and teachers as unworthy of and disengaged with the work of 
historians or simply as practitioners concerned with mastery of facts. Wineburg, rather, hopes 
that historians, practitioners, and policymakers reexamine what it means to know, and what it 
means to know from a text. His research, both its content and form, has led to other projects 
which seek to establish the connection between history in the schools and history in the 
discipline through cognition in general, and teacher and student thinking in particular. 
2.6.3 Contemporary Research in Historical Thinking 
Scholarship focused on discrete mental process related to the engagement with and 
creation of historical texts grew directly out of Wineburg’s studies: attention to the 
uniqueness of disciplinary thinking in history has shifted to discovery and description of the 
specific cognitive skills associated with reading and writing in history21 (P. Seixas, 2017b) 
and coincides with a national focus on adolescent literacy (Monte-Sano & Reisman, 2016; 
Reisman, 2015b). Much of the work in the field of content area literacy has focused on 
strategies applicable across content areas, rather than on reading and writing strategies 
specific to history (Monte-Sano, 2008, 2010, 2011). Out of this concern, Monte-Sano (2011), 
                                                 
20 These studies, unsurprisingly, revealed that teachers (and students for that matter) did not think about history 
or analyze documents in the way professional historians did; they did not thoroughly consider issues of 
epistemology, the subtext and context of the documents analyzed, question the sources, or apply many other 
skills and practices in which historians engaged 
 
21  It is interesting to note that Wineburg’s early work was itself influenced by the British curricular reform The 
School Councils History Project of the 1970s, which encouraged students to engage with historical evidence to 
learn about the nature of the discipline rather than learn by rote. This project addressed issues of epistemology 
rather than content, later known as “second-order concepts.” See: (Lee, 2004; Lee & Ashby, 2000; P. Seixas, 
2017a, 2017b) 
 42 
for example, studied an exceptional history22 teacher’s instructional practices to discover how 
his discipline-specific focus led to students’ improved ability to read and write historically. 
She examined students’ writing to determine the extent to which they could reason 
historically: 
Whether ‘the evidence provided supported students’ interpretations; the degree to 
which students accounted for documentary evidence in their claims; the extent to 
which students explained the historical perspective being asked about; and whether 
students placed evidence in context, accounted for biases in their sources, recognized 
causal relationships, and qualified their arguments’ (p. 221). 
A look at more recent work shows that her focus very much continues to be on 
describing and categorizing specific cognitive strategies involved in reading, writing, and 
thinking historically, all within the three-step process of moving from historians’ thinking 
(Monte-Sano, 2017) to teachers’ instructional practices, and then to students’ performance on 
assessments (De La Paz et al., 2017; Monte-Sano, 2016). 
Another of Wineburg’s students, Abby Reisman, one of the authors of Stanford’s 
famous Reading Like a Historian (RLH) curriculum, has also focused on teachers’ specific 
behaviors and mental processes when engaging with historical texts. The RLH curriculum, 
authentic in its basis in the work of historians and use of primary sources, was designed as an 
intervention into the intractable problem of teachers’ reliance on recitation and lecture 
(2012a). Reisman’s (2012a, 2012b) early work, which she describes as “the first extended 
curriculum intervention in disciplinary historical reading” (2012a, p. 235), focuses on the 
refinement of the RLH curriculum, with particular attention to integrating historical thinking 
skills into the established structures of social studies classrooms to “[tackle] the challenge of 
                                                 
22 Monte-Sano (2011a) sought teachers for the study from which this data was drawn who met the following 
criteria: had an advanced degree in history, focused on writing, and taught history as inquiry. These criteria 
were considered “seemed likely to promote students’ evidentiary writing in history” (218). The author 
characterized this particular teacher as unusual and successful because he spent the majority (92%) of his class 
time on primary documents.      
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teacher knowledge by embedding explicit strategy instruction in the lessons, by effectively 
teaching both teacher and students the disciplinary reading strategies used in historical 
inquiry (2012b, p. 90).”  Rather than providing direct engagement with historical texts, for 
instance primary or secondary sources that address the methodological or epistemological 
difficulties of studying the past, this curriculum positions teachers as a problem to be fixed 
by giving them thoughts and thought processes about history.  
The focus on the textual dimension of studying history is apparent in other work on 
what Reisman (2015a) has termed “the historical problem space.” She defines this as the 
space in which the strangeness of the past meets the supposed human desire to make the past 
familiar (an impulse historians can resist); the problem to be addressed in this particular 
analysis of whole-class text-based discussions is that students and teachers do not do as 
historians do in the historical problem space and they do not read or discuss texts in ways 
that fit into descriptions of authentic historical thinking. Reisman’s (2015a) analysis of 
teacher “talk moves” found that very little text-based discussion took place in the videotaped 
classrooms, despite the teachers’ skill, enthusiasm, and possession of the Document-Based-
Lessons, and years of reforms to counter recitation and lectures.   
 In another study, Reisman and her colleague Brad Fogo (2016) worked to see 
whether “educative materials,”23 contributed to the quality of history education in a 
classroom.24 This study found that the teacher did not always follow the script provided by 
the researchers that was intended to remedy supposed lack of historical knowledge. 
                                                 
23 Educative materials were described as “curricular materials [that] can contribute to teachers’ learning and 
understanding of subject matter and pedagogy” (Reisman & Fogo, 2016, p.191) and in this case lessons from 
their own RLH curriculum that contained “cognitive modeling scripts.”  
 
24 “Quality” curriculum was determined by one of the authors, Brad Fogo (2014), to be based on his own work 
on naming the core practices for history education. See Fogo, B. (2014). Core Practices for Teaching History: 
The Results of a Delphi Panel Survey. Theory & Research in Social Education, 42(2), 151–196.  
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Unsatisfied with naming the cognitive processes involved in historical reading and writing, 
this particular project sought to “build momentum” in the progress toward “identifying the 
discrete features of effective curriculum materials for student learning [and] teacher 
enactment” (202) so that, essentially, teachers stay on script.  
What is striking to me about this scholarship, and specifically that of Wineburg’s 
students, is that context seems to be a side note; the teachers’ schools, the variability of 
students’ academic abilities, teachers themselves, and other manifestations of difference are 
often mere possible explanations for the discrepancy between what should be and what is (in 
terms of historical thinking skills).25 The focus is, of course, on the questions under 
investigation: the extent of teachers’ or students’ use of documentary evidence, how 
evidence-based arguments are or are not constructed, whether historical discussions benefit 
from the use of scripts, and others. At the same time, there is no sense of the meaning 
students or teachers make of their learning, or of the questions and concerns that teachers, 
experts and novices alike, might have about the history they are being asked to teach, or even 
of the topics that have brought the researchers into their classrooms in the first place. The 
complexities of content and process that might be addressed by historical thinking are 
replaced by historical thinking.  
I see in my own complaint an echo of one made by Wineburg himself. In Historical 
Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts, he (2001b) recalls Barthes’ concept of the referential 
illusion in describing the problem with history textbooks. The illusion is that the way things 
are told is the way things are; in a textbook, the “metadiscourse” of historical writing, the 
                                                 
25 One exception seems to be Meuwissen’s (2017) study of two teachers’ experiences of trying to enact 
historical thinking practices learned in professional development within the context of high-pressure 
accountability and standardized testing. See Meuwissen, K. W. (2017). “Happy Professional Development at an 
Unhappy Time”: Learning to Teach for Historical Thinking in a High-Pressure Accountability Context. Theory 
& Research in Social Education, 45(2), 248–285.  
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footnotes and references to other historians’ work within a monograph, is gone. The 
“distinctiveness” (p. 79) of the historical text, the conversations and arguments back and 
forth represented by the footnotes, endnotes, and the like, are flattened into a straightforward 
narrative. So too, I think, are the stories told about teachers and students in relationship to 
historical thinking skills: we know only whether they can or cannot think historically, but 
their contexts, their distinctiveness, their ideas and feelings, do not make it into the script.26       
Many studies about historical thinking, as well as the conceptual, foundational texts 
that frame them, acknowledge the complexities of history as well as the difficulties in 
teaching controversial topics such as genocide or racial and other conflict (e.g. (Fallace, 
2007, 2009; Reisman, 2015a; Schneider & Zakai, 2016; Sheppard, 2010). Over and over 
again, reading this scholarship left me feeling as if there were layers of film separating me 
from the researcher and the subjects (both in the sense of people and topic) of the studies. In 
this metaphor, perhaps the obfuscatory film is historical thinking, blurring and distorting the 
teachers and students who are part of this work. I recall some of Peter Seixas’ (2017b) more 
recent comments about the “pragmatic Anglo-American history education community”:  
[It] largely left philosophical explorations to the pages of History and Theory, and 
thrown itself into curriculum reform, assessment development, and the empirical 
studies of students’ ideas and learning. While these efforts have borne fruit in explicit 
definitions of historical thinking as goals in new national curriculum in Australia, 
revised provincial curricula across Canada, the Common Core Standards in the 
United States and the much-downloaded Stanford ‘Reading Like a Historian’ lessons, 
they have largely sidestepped any direct confrontation with the philosophical 
challenges of plural historical cultures. (p. 63).  
                                                 
26 For an exception, see Schneider and Zakai’s (2016) work with history graduate students, who they call 
“expert-novices”, on making visible the struggles that are part of writing about history, such as: the tensions 
between storytelling and accuracy, certainty and guesswork, firmness and flexibility in relationship to their 
arguments, and how to represent the “foreignness” of the past. An aim of this work was to look to the history 
novice-experts to glean potential insights for the teaching of novices. See:   Schneider, J., & Zakai, S. (2016). A 
rigorous dialectic: Writing and thinking in history. Teachers College Record, 118(1). 
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While some of the studies I have mentioned, for instance, have been included in 
publications specific to theoretical and empirical work in curriculum, social studies, or 
history education (e.g. Theory and Research in Social Education, The History Teacher, 
Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, Social Education, The Social Studies), many appear in the 
pages of publications dedicated to literacy, educational psychology, or cognition (e.g. 
Reading and Research Quarterly, Journal of the Learning Sciences, Handbook of 
Educational Psychology, Cognition and Instruction).27  
This may seem like a cynical description of disciplinary approaches to teacher 
preparation, especially since the work done in this field can and does offer intellectually 
challenging and engaging possibilities for future teachers. I am concerned, however, that 
because one study after another uses already settled descriptions of what it means to learn 
history, those who work with future teachers have forgotten that, as Grumet (2006) pointed 
out in Where Does the World Go When Schooling Is about Schooling?, “the academic 
disciplines offer symbolic re-presentations of how various groups of people have experienced 
the world through centuries of recorded thought” (p. 47). The disciplines are not knowledge; 
they are not the things themselves. The myopic definition of disciplinary history as a set of 
thinking skills, albeit skills drawn from the work of historians, limits what future teachers can 
ask of themselves and of the past as they re-present history to their students. 
                                                 
27 The most recent scholarship in historical thinking seeks to determine whether multiple-choice questions can 
measure historical thinking skills. Mark D. Smith (2018; 2017), another Stanford graduate, for example, has 
recently published two articles about this topic: “Cognitive Validity: Can Multiple-Choice Items Tap Historical 
Thinking Processes?” in American Educational Research Journal and “New Multiple-Choice Measures of 
Historical Thinking: An Investigation of Cognitive Validity” in the latest issue of Theory & Research in Social 
Education 
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2.6.4 Memory, Heritage, and History Education 
Education’s love affair with the learning sciences and cognitive psychology, 
representative of the field’s own noble dream of objectivity and wish to be viewed as a 
science, has restricted, in my view, the meaning of the study of history to acts of cognition. 
Australian curriculum theorist Robert Parkes’ (2011) explanation is that because 
historiography has been part of what Eisner called the null curriculum, objective, rational, 
and unchanging history dominates the school history curriculum. Historiography, or 
metatheory, that “extends the gaze of the historian to everything, even themselves, revealing 
the historical specificity of all forms of historical knowledge and practice” (p. 102) has been 
excluded from the extant curriculum.  
Within social studies education literature there are many, often conflicting, narratives 
about the purposes of studying the past: the imperatives of inculcating the values of 
democracy and (global) citizenship, the importance of preserving American culture and 
values through the study of history, history to reconstruct society, history as a story of heroes 
and villains (Barth & Shermis, 1970; Evans, 2006; Ross, 2006), and the past as a way to 
inculcate specific affective or intellectual traits (Carretero, Asensio, & Rodriguez-Moneo, 
2012; Fallace, 2006). A common narrative within the scholarship on the latest translation of 
academic history for schools is one of teacher, and sometimes student, resistance to the 
practices and dispositions of historical thinking and reliance on the easy narratives of 
collective memory28. It is oft-lamented, for instance, that even if teachers learn historical 
                                                 
28 See for example John S Wills’ (2011) work on students’ “misremembering” of early United States history, 
“Misremembering As Mediated Action: Schematic Narrative Templates and Elementary Students' Narration of 
the Past” that applies James Wertsch’s (2004) scholarship on schematic narrative templates to interpret 
students’ explanations.  
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thinking skills and study the interpretive nature of history, they somehow still end up 
teaching what is essentially seen as memory or heritage.29   
There are hints of teachers’ nationalism and commitment to master narratives of 
progress in United States history (Barton & Levstik, 2003, 1998, 2004; Levstik, 2000; Puk, 
1994), sometimes  attributed to willful or unconscious ignorance of one or more historical 
thinking skills (Van Hover & Yeager, 2007), and general statements about the persistent and 
insistent presence of history education as the transmission of collective memory (Carretero et 
al., 2012). There are reports of unskilled or simplistic versions of continuity between past and 
present (Boix-Mansilla, 2000; Brooks, 2014; Wills, 2011), of the general absence of 
disciplinary thinking skills in teachers’ preparation or practice (Hotchkiss & Hougen, 2012; 
Keirn & Luhr, 2012; Wilson & Wineburg, 1993; Wineburg, 1991, 2001a), and the need for 
consciousness raising activities to develop teachers’ more critical orientations toward certain 
historical figures (Sánchez, 2010).30  
2.7 Voices and Reminders from within the Discipline 
Curriculum theorists have pointed out the conceptual problems in treating a discipline 
as fixed. Deng and Luke (2008) posit that the “tendency to reify a formal and frozen 
abstraction of knowledge, synchronically captured […] simply ignores or at best brackets the 
dynamics of paradigm change, shift and crisis, and the more general diachronic processes of 
knowledge evolution and development” (p.76).  I turn now to the discipline itself, to voices 
                                                 
29 See, for example, Sensitive Pasts: Questioning Heritage in Education. These chapters, edited by Carla van 
Boxtel, Maria Grever, and Stephan Klein (2016), re-examine so-called “heritage” education for its potential to 
move beyond patriotism, nationalism, etc. and be part of a more critical approach to history education.   
 
30 For an exception see Bruce VanSeldright’s (2011) research on interpretive-vs.-didactic teaching in The 
Challenge(s) of Rethinking History Education; he seems to avoid characterizing his critiques of the traditional, 
official narrative, lecture-bound teacher as a form of blame on teacher preparation programs. VanSledright 
points out that this blame is in spite of these programs’ relatively short amount of time with teachers; time spent 
in internships is generally half of the time spent in their programs and is usually mandated by licensure 
standards, controlled by state departments of education and not teacher preparation programs (See p. 174-6). 
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from within it that are often cited as proof of the intellectual legitimacy of those teacher 
educators and researchers who act as liaisons between theory and practice, between the 
discipline and the classroom, and purport to represent the discipline of history, but voices that 
are often ignored in the eager transformation from teaching history to historical thinking 
skills.  
In the efforts to advocate for preparing teachers to teach history as interpretation, 
disciplinary approaches have often ignored the dynamism of the discipline itself. The 
fetishization of historical evidence and its role in teaching history is a good example. Both in 
university and public school classrooms the use of evidence to support an argument has 
become synecdochical for the efforts of the historian and of history itself. Yes, this technique 
is a step up from the view that history is a set of facts to master; yet, it also masks much of 
what goes on in the act of interpretation. In his collection of essays and lectures on the 
philosophy of history The Idea of History, Collingwood (1993c) points out, in an almost 
premonitory way, that historical sources should not be confused with the history that can be 
written from them. He describes that while history proceeds through the interpretation of 
evidence, the role of the historian is integral to the conversion of sources into history: the 
attribution of meaning to the “facts” of the past, the insights about the past that come from 
the particular concerns of the historian’s time, place, and subjectivity, the conclusions drawn 
from the same evidence by this and not that one, and so on. There is reflexivity in the process 
of approaching the limitless artifacts from the past that Collingwood recognizes as part of the 
work of historians, a reflexivity that goes unrecognized in what has become interpretation as 
a historical thinking skill for the purpose(s) of teaching young people about the past. In other 
words, it matters who is doing the interpreting.  
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Why should this premise go unrecognized in the preparation of teachers? While I am 
sure there are many answers to this question— one of which is the mistrust schools and those 
involved in schooling have of contingency that is not just theoretical— I want to return to my 
students’ discomfort, which I have described in the opening chapter of this work. Perhaps 
part of the discomfort in being confronted with history and the task of teaching history is 
that, in moving from the official declaration of intent to teach this subject through the 
numerous teaching methods and thinking skills, the individual teacher is left behind. What 
about the meaning she makes of the discipline itself, of the evidence she will use to teach 
students, of the question of how historical knowledge is even possible? In tracing the “idea” 
of history over time, Collingwood (1993) recounts the changing perceptions of those who 
thought about history and how the questions they asked of it changed over time: What drives 
history? Is it nature or God or man? Are there causal connections between events? Do natural 
processes or laws govern history? What counts as a source or a fact? If history cannot be 
controlled, then what can we learn from it? In some shape, these questions saturate 
historians’ work. Individual historians’ ideas about these questions matter even before there 
is evidence at which to look; they influence the very reason for a historical quest, what kind 
of inquiry to make about the past and where to look for answers, and ultimately how the 
particular interpretation takes shape.  
Preservice teachers are not, in most cases, aspiring historians. But this does not mean 
that the field of education cannot learn from a conceptualization of history that includes the 
historians’ reflexivity in relation to the evidentiary record and that does not substitute this 
record for history itself. Like the historian, teachers encounter the evidentiary record and 
assign meaning to the documents, textbooks, monographs, simulations, debates, etc. 
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assembled in the work of teaching. She makes decisions about the purpose of learning history 
and what is worth knowing about events or people, as well as what can be communicated 
about the past to young people. It is time for the conceptualization of the discipline to expand 
and the educators of teachers to include attention to such concerns and processes. This is not 
a call to do away with one set of cognitive skills and replace it with another.  Rather it is a 
call for the recognition that “the discipline” is not limited to one set of generic cognitive 
skills employed by all historians and replicable by teachers and students. It is a call that 
includes the question to preservice teachers, “What does this work mean to you?” without the 
already determined answer that history is historical thinking skills.  
Another limitation to the manner in which history is represented within educational 
scholarship is the exclusion of the creativity that constitutes work in and about history. When 
history is defined as purely cognitive, much of its mystery is lost. In Metahistory Hayden 
White (1973) describes the work historians do before formal analysis as a “poetic act” (p. 
31). Earlier I referenced White’s discussion of the types of narrative structures historians use 
in piecing together interpretations of the historical record. He writes that the individual 
historian must  “prefigure the field— that is to say, constitute it as an object of mental 
perception” (p. 30) and create from the ambiguity of the documentary record a question to 
investigate and a form through which to represent what seems to have happened in the past. 
Certainly, all historians don’t agree with White’s characterization of this work as literary, 
especially with some of the more structuralist components or with what could be construed as 
relativist (Kansteiner, 1993). The point is that he brings attention to the relationship between 
the “reality” of the past (as in the events, the “what happened”) and the manner in which this 
reality is represented through written history (narrative modes of representation), all 
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mediated by the creativity and poetic acts of the historian in deciding what kind of question 
to ask and what kind of story to tell.  
How can White’s poetic act inform the preparation of social studies teachers? The 
exclusion of such a concept from conversations about curriculum and historical thinking 
further highlights how narrowly the discipline is perceived. Perhaps many pre-service 
teachers would eschew the role of invention White claims is so integral to the work of 
historians; others may not recognize its role in their own work. But it seems worth imagining 
how different discipline-based approaches to teacher preparation would be if such 
possibilities and questions were even considered. For example, rather than a sole focus on the 
creation of lesson plans reflective of their students’ use of historical thinking skills, teachers 
might examine ideas such as White’s vis-à-vis their own ideas about narrative representations 
in history— not in the form of historical monographs by historians, but the tropes and 
emplotments within their own creative and intellectual labor. I would like to think that we 
could imagine preparing teachers without funneling a stagnant definition of the discipline 
through the teacher and ultimately to the classroom. Rather, there could be some twists and 
turns along the way as preservice teachers consider how they make meaning of the past and 
how they “prefigure” the world of their own classroom in their visions of teaching history.   
2.8 Feelings about the Past in the Classroom 
Using literature and texts from history, theory of history, psychology, and other 
disciplines, I have presented some of the theoretical questions and issues that emerge when 
thinking about the past, and the role, if any, these play in the school history curriculum. I 
have introduced the notion that the meanings teachers make of the past should have a place in 
discussions about history education. Before I move on to a description of this particular 
investigation, I want to point out that one of the discursive spaces for teachers, or at least 
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researchers who “work on” teachers, to discuss meaning in the study of the past has been 
within work that examines knowledge, events, or moments that both, as Parkes (2011) has 
phrased it, demand and resist representation.  
The acknowledgement of emotion and emotional reactions to the past, and the 
psychical demands of teaching and learning in general, is built on a literature that bridges the 
language of trauma studies, psychoanalysis, collective memory, Holocaust studies, and other 
fields that address what (primarily) Deborah Britzman (1998, 2003b, 2007, 2009), but also 
Alice Pitt and Britzman (2003), termed “difficult knowledge.”31 This term refers not only to 
the content of knowledge, subject matter rooted in trauma, for instance, but also to the 
processes and character of learning in general. It is the idea that learning itself is 
characterized by conflict, doubt, and contingency; Pitt and Britzman (2003) describe learning 
as “uncannily organized by repetition of past investments and conflicts (or new editions of 
old conflicts) projected onto present experiences, people, and events” (p.761). It is an 
orientation toward learning that takes into account the effect of knowledge on the learner as 
well as life experiences—but not as impediments to be overcome or by characterizing 
experience as a situation that must be overcome or reversed (such as research that cites 
Lortie’s (1975) concept of the ‘apprenticeship of observation’ ). 
Roger Simon’s (2004; 1995; 1997) work, for example, on teaching children about 
human experiences of mass violence acknowledges what typically goes unaddressed in the 
classroom. He describes the “ugly questions” and “shadow texts” that emerge as learners 
engage with texts about genocide and violence: why didn’t you resist? Is this really true, or 
did you make it up to teach me a lesson? Could it happen again? How could people have 
                                                 
31 Because difficult knowledge represents a type of knowledge as well as an orientation toward knowledge, it 
plays an important role in the development of the methods of this project. While I provide an overview here, I 
will elaborate on specific dimensions of this concept in the next chapter.   
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done this to each other? Instead of repressing or discounting questions inevitable in 
encounters with unsettling and difficult knowledge, Simon sees it necessary to engage with 
them to explore how we might respond directly. This work acknowledges the unpleasantness, 
the complexity, the ambiguity, and the confusion that constitute the world of teaching. Such 
acknowledgment must be a part of inquiry into teachers’ understandings of the past.32     
In his work on the role of difficult knowledge in social studies, H. James Garrett, 
(2010, 2017), drawing on psychoanalytic theory, argues for the generative possibilities of a 
social studies pedagogy that tolerates, if not embraces, the anxiety and ambivalence that are 
part of learning and particular to learning about the social world. In Learning to Be in the 
World with Others: Difficult Knowledge and the Social Studies, Garrett (2017) describes how 
our first relationships in the world (p.54) shape and orient subsequent interactions and 
understandings with and of others and with knowledge, specifically the difficult knowledge 
of controversy, genocide, conflict, or encounters with an “alternative narrative [that] disturbs 
and provokes in students a crisis of learning” (p.135). Rather than eschewing this crisis and 
its accompanying discomforts, Garrett points to specific cases of confrontations with difficult 
knowledge, for example, his use of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Naomi Klein’s Shock Doctrine, 
and Spike Lee’s film When the Levees Broke in social studies methods courses, to suggest 
that truly engaging in the work of sustaining a democracy involves living with the ambiguity 
and uncertainty that are part of studying moments of conflict, and the emotional demands of 
learning, that do not end with “understanding” but only open more questions and lines of 
inquiry.   
                                                 
32 I address Simon’s work in more detail in Chapters 3 and 5.  
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To me, this type of work is a respite from the other space given to feelings and 
responses to the past not directly about historical thinking: empathy. In her analysis of the 
moral significance of guilt in teaching for social justice, philosopher of education Sharon 
Todd (2001) has pointed out that empathy seems to be preferred by educators over guilt in 
encounters with suffering because the latter, in its elicitation of overwhelming shame and 
sometimes anger on the part of students, is interpreted as a pedagogical failure.33 I agree with 
this, though not entirely. In selecting the trench warfare simulations, reading of genocide 
survivor testimonials, or debates about war-related decisions, for instance, teachers have 
often told me that helping students to understand “what it might have been like” or “what 
people felt at the time” is a primary concern or that, alternatively, empathy with the historical 
time or persons is a way to “hook” students into the lesson. I have always abhorred the image 
of students being captured like fish, impaled for the sake of securing their attention, or 
manipulated into feeling a certain way.  
Scholars do not agree about much in describing empathy, including what it is or how 
to develop it in teachers and students (Davis, Foster, & Yeager, 2001) or whether it should be 
considered a historical thinking skill (Endacott, 2014). But there seems to be agreement that 
students’ and teachers’ emotional reactions to historical persons or events should be 
channeled into empathy, sometimes referred to as perspective “taking” or perspective 
“recognition” (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Levstik & Barton, 2011), wherein the ultimate goal is 
a greater understanding of historical context and achievement of curricular goals (Endacott, 
2014; Endacott & Brooks, 2013; Kohlmeier, 2006). And that is precisely what concerns me; 
not only are teachers (and students) excluded from engagement with the issues that constitute 
                                                 
33 Mark Helmsing (2014) takes up the question of guilt in studying the past in his article “Virtuous Subjects: A 
Critical Analysis of the Affective Substance of Social Studies Education.” He argues that a critical analysis of 
affect and emotions is central to social studies education research.  
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the study of the past that I have spent much of this chapter discussing, but the substance of 
students and teachers’ reactions to their objects of study are valid largely in service of 
content, and the specificity of their identities and experiences are aids to cognitive 
development. Similar to the ideal of objectivity that functions to keep the historian’s passions 
in check, teachers and students are supposed to, as Reisman and Wineburg (2012) point out, 
“recognize their subjectivity as historical actors” because those who “recognize that their 
personal experiences shape and limit their understanding of the past are best positioned to see 
the complexity of the past” (p. 175). Perhaps they mean that there is shaping and limiting 
taking place, which may be an important caveat, but I envision a social studies pedagogy that 
does more than recognize (and later dismiss) subjectivity and actually turns its gaze upon 
subjectivity itself to explore the content of experience and its relationship to the past.     
2.9 Bridging Historical Consciousness and Lived Experience: Making Meaning of the 
Past and Difficult Histories  
The representations and thinking skills of academic history should have a visible 
presence in the work of teachers as they plan their lessons and elaborate on their own 
academic interests and concerns. This is one way of representing the world and the past. But 
I also would like to consider what kinds of interests and concerns everyday understandings of 
the past, which we can call memory, might raise for teachers. Madeleine Grumet (1990) has 
pointed out that, “We bring the categories, language and abstractions of the academic 
disciplines to the particular people who are our students. The translation of the thick and 
precious specificity of being into the names for it that constitute our shared knowledge is 
only part of the process. Teaching must also reverse the process of generalization by 
returning the world to the specificity of lived experience” (p. 323). What might this look 
like?  
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Autobiographical method, as Grumet (1990, 2014b) has argued, challenges us to 
shape the discourse of inquiry specifically in relation to the academic discipline that we are 
using it to address. We can interrupt for a moment conversations around historical thinking 
versus memory or nationalism to ask teachers and students what the past means to them and 
how they understand it— without the already constructed responses about what it should 
mean to them and how they should interpret it. Perhaps there is more to teaching about the 
past than best practices and historical thinking skills or multiple perspectives. I suggest that 
asking teachers what it means to understand the past might even move beyond pedagogy to 
include their own experiences of time, interpretations of and questions about narrative, 
historical consciousness, and collective memory.  
If inquiry into the particular ways in which teachers understand the past is sincere, 
narratives left out of the curriculum conversations must also be engaged. Narratives about 
what social studies education should mean to teachers already exist. I have mentioned the 
suspicions surrounding teachers’ purported participation in exclusionary narratives of 
progress with nationalist aims, as well as the push toward pedagogical practices rooted in 
historical thinking with predefined aims of citizenship education, participatory democracy, 
and the like. Yet, we must think back to Ruthie’s narrative about her past and her eventual 
repudiation of the narratives she had been told were reliable and trustworthy.   
I have established that teachers’ personal, specific understandings of the past have 
been overlooked, as well as that these understandings matter for their lives inside and outside 
of classrooms. I return to Ruthie and Sylvie. Lucille leaves her sister and aunt for the world 
of order and normative narratives, having embraced the definitions and delineations of the 
past that we saw in her recollection of her mother. The day before she leaves them, Sylvie 
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and Ruthie spend a night on the lake near the town. It is a lake that has swallowed up their 
grandfather and their mother, and separates the town from the rest of the world. As their boat 
drifts, Sylvie remarks to Ruthie, “The lake must be full of people […] You can bet there were 
a lot of people on the train nobody knew about” (p. 168). It is a reminder to them that “below 
is always the accumulated past, which vanishes but does not vanish, which perishes and 
remains” (172). It is this accumulated past, unknown, contingent and precarious, absent and 
present, that must be included in conversations about history education. What possibilities 
might be hidden below the surface, in the past as experienced and interpreted by those who 
engage in the work of teaching young people?  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 
3.1 Introduction: Origins  
 In the opening chapter of this dissertation I described the story of how I came to ask 
what it means to understand the past and teach young people about it. I mentioned my 
intellectual and emotional journeys toward this project, and now I want to turn to how I 
investigated these questions with the help of six history and social studies teachers. But 
before I describe the type of research I did and what it was like, I think it is important to 
mention that the feelings my questions and work grew from are not just about connections to 
the past. What I did not include in this description were the feelings of resentment, profound 
sadness, rage, and, ultimately, stubborn hope, related to teachers and teaching that have come 
to constitute how I envision education research. 
I came of age as a teacher in the time of the mayoral takeover of New York City 
schools, always hearing rumors of threatened intrusions by the state, region and district- level 
visits and mandates that not only interfered in the daily life of the classroom but infused time 
with anxiety and worry. At IS 125 in the Bronx, I did have the freedom to make mistakes and 
learn how to teach from successful teachers in those first few years— but I also learned to 
worry about having the right number of staples on bulletin boards, whether classroom seating 
arrangements conveyed the right tone to administrators, and whether I was really doing 
“accountable talk” using the right “conversation stems.” Outside of school I read the paper or 
watched pseudo-documentaries like “Waiting for Superman” that portrayed teachers as 
callous, indifferent, stupid.  
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I remember leaving multiple dinner parties in a rage, after arguments with people who 
had dared to call my work with young people, which I considered the most important thing in 
the world, and me, “cute.” At other gatherings, later on in my career, people who worked in 
nonprofits or with “educational innovation,” people I was certain had never set foot in a 
public school, much less a “challenging” or “underserved” school, as a student or even as a 
donor, would tell me about how small schools, small moments, mini-lessons, or better 
teachers, were the key to fixing the problem with schools.  
More recently in graduate school, my readings of the empirical work that formed the 
basis of what we know about teaching and learning seemed to rest on assumptions that often 
depicted teachers as deficient, oblivious, regressive, unaware of their harmful effects on 
students, or misguided.34 I was not upset by these readings because I thought they were 
untrue; there were many, many times I witnessed these characteristics in the various contexts 
in which I had taught and do not wish to shield teachers from their/our complicity, intentional 
or not, in systems of oppression. Often, I did wonder, alone and with other teachers, whether 
we really were to blame for everything that was “wrong” with our classrooms, the schools, 
the communities in which we worked35. I also do not assume that all researchers have 
resentment towards the world from which they came and to which they have dedicated their 
professional lives. But I know from experience, from my own work over almost a decade, 
that it is not the whole story. Again, what I often found myself most aggrieved over was not 
the content of these studies, but the approaches that flattened the immensely complex work 
                                                 
34 See for example the underlying arguments in: (Cochran-Smith, 1995; Gay, 2002; Lei, 2006; Lynch, 2006; 
McIntyre, 2002; Sirin, Ryce, & Mir, 2009; Sleeter, 2005). This selection is meant to be illustrative and not 
comprehensive.  
 
35 For a discussion of Foucault’s concept of governmentality and how it can explain the ways self-regulation 
and self-control function within audit culture to keep teachers in a state of fear, shame, self-loathing, and 
mourning, see the chapter “The Seduction of a Profession” in Teaching By Numbers by Peter Taubman (2009).  
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of teaching and the complicated issues surrounding curriculum into categories of good or 
bad, effective and ineffective, and ultimately interchangeable teachers. What I did not see 
was the presentation of these analyses to teachers; research about teachers did not leave room 
for defenses, refutations, or discussion, and especially not for a way to engage with the 
research itself. Of course this is hardly a new complaint, as Madeleine Grumet (2014) has 
pointed out in Toward A Poor Curriculum:  
The contribution to meaning and knowledge that emerge from the data of social 
science research do, for the most part, elude the perception of the subjects whose 
experience they describe. Findings are translated in to statistical and linguistic codes 
suited to replication but alien to the subjects of the research. Should the results of the 
research accurately describe a subject’s experience, he has little access to this 
information and less opportunity to use it in the actions and choices of his daily life 
(147).    
I also felt resentful that within the research “on” teachers, broadly speaking, the 
topics discussed and language used is limited to school-things: lesson plans, objectives, 
empathy and how it relates to historical thinking, discussions as they relate to students, and 
on and on. I was a teacher but I did not only think and talk about lesson plans or my students: 
I talked about literature and history; I read The New Yorker and Foreign Affairs; I watched 
films and went to museums. In other words, I had ideas and I did things (as I suspect other 
people who are teachers do as well). Yet, these were not the experiences or topics that I was 
asked to integrate into the huge binders with lesson plans and justifications for them that 
marked the transitions between student teaching, my master’s degree, written evaluations by 
principals, and other so-called capstone projects that still mark teacher preparation such as 
the edTPA and other performance assessments, or that “belonged” in the classroom. While 
the task of education research is not to describe or explain my particular experiences at a play 
or reaction to a book about Lyndon B. Johnson, might conversations about curriculum be 
enriched by drawing upon these? 
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Scholarship I admired that did not disparage teachers or claim to have panacean 
solutions, also did not claim to be strictly empirical: work by Peter Taubman (2009) Pauline 
Lipman (2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2007), Madeleine Grumet (2014a), and Kenneth Saltman 
(2012),  for example, analyzed school contexts but recognized that teachers (and in turn 
students) had the least amount of power to combat systematic oppression that functioned 
through institutionalized racism, neoliberalism, police militarization and zero tolerance 
policies that adversely affect students of color, discriminatory language policy and practices, 
and accountability practices. My search was for a way to do research that recognized this 
reality for teachers and still included their ideas, concerns, feelings, and experiences without 
flattening them into discourses about student outcomes or behaviors, already determined 
dispositions and attitudes.   
3.2 Searching For a Method  
By way of introducing my own project, I have accumulated quite a list of grievances 
against how I interpreted educational research to have been conducted. So what have I been 
seeking in a method? I will now describe36 the vision I had for how to engage teachers in 
describing their connections to the past, how these related to conceptions of the past within 
disciplinary history, and how their questions and concerns about the past informed their 
interpretations and teaching of history.  
Inquiries about human experiences and connections to the objects of thoughts and 
feelings must be sensitive. I wanted to escape the discourses of blame and self-surveillance to 
create a space37 in which teachers did not feel the pressure of producing specific types of 
                                                 
36 This description does not unfold in order of importance.  
 
37 I want to point out that I mean both a figurative pedagogical space and a literal space in my living room in 
which they could speak freely.  
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already constructed responses. As Deborah Britzman (2003a) has pointed out, “education is 
already saturated with the meaning of others” (p.20). We already have normative lists of 
good and bad teacher behaviors, thoughts, dispositions, and even of how they should relate to 
their “content,” portraits of the teacher whose entrenched attitudes toward students or subject 
matter stand in the way of student success, and suggestions for how to fix education writ 
large. And though perhaps my own moment of “accountable talk” and other such terms has 
passed, teachers are ready with the jargon that positions them as exceptional in the current 
moment: critical thinking, historical thinking, privilege, intersectionality, diversity, evidence-
based, and others. This is not to say I have a problem with these ideas and terms, but I 
wanted to write and talk with teachers about what they think and understand about the past 
and about history, and how this lives (or does not live) in their practice as well as approaches 
to and visions for their practice— without the “forced confession” approach38 characteristic 
of intrusive self-reflection and self-monitoring that have become standard in any ostensibly 
free and open discussion about education.     
At the same time, I wanted this method of inquiry to be critical. I hesitate to use this 
term because of its slippery meanings and uses in educational research and practice, 
particularly in curriculum, and because of how I have experienced this word as a signal about 
what type of scholarship someone does or does not do based on nothing more than its 
inclusion in titles or abstracts. The way that I envisioned this study’s approach to be critical 
was in perhaps a more quotidian use of the word to include the act of analysis: of narratives, 
language, assumptions and taken-for-granted understandings, of what teachers thought and 
felt about the past.  Rather than subjugating teachers to the critical eye that is often equated 
                                                 
38 I am reminded of Peter Taubman’s (2009)  question in Teaching By Numbers: Deconstructing the Discourse 
of Standards and Accountability in Education: “How reliable is data wrung out of students shocked by constant 
administration of tests?” (p. 28). 
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with blame, fear, and shame, I wanted to enact curriculum theorist Robert Parkes’ (2011) 
explanation of what it means to be “critical” and explore, if relevant to the teachers 
themselves, “how our class, gender, and ethnic experiences have left their mark on how we 
think and act” (p. 93-94).  
 The conversations I envisioned taking place were ones in which teachers felt free to 
ask questions of themselves and one another, to struggle to make meaning together, and to be 
wrong.  Part of what I required in an approach could not be met by the structure of individual 
or group interviews; not only because of participants’ exclusion from the topic of inquiry but 
also because an interview does not typically suggest in-the-moment, dynamic exchanges of 
ideas. I have used the word conversation to describe the interactions among study 
participants, but needed to include analysis of teachers’ writing, various texts, and discussion 
of all of these— essentially, a pedagogical encounter.     
As I pointed out above in my litany of complaints, research about teachers tends to 
present them in static ways, saturated in causal narratives that seek to fix, control, or change 
them regardless of context, and often hides the process or “results” from the very people it 
aims to serve. Rather than the dichotomized language of teachers as heroes or villains 
(something we recognize should not be done in teaching about historical figures39) versus 
products of their political, social, economic, and cultural environments, I sought to leave 
abstractions for the particular. Rather than causing teachers to feel pressured to relate any and 
all emotions to how these might improve teaching, or to produce a set of guidelines and 
recommendations for practice at the project’s completion, I wanted discussions that were 
firmly rooted in their lived experience and that recognized education and the study of the past 
                                                 
39 See for example van Kessel and Crowley’s (2017) article  “Villainification and Evil in Social Studies 
Education.” 
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as, to use Britzman’ (2013) description, “an emotional situation and as such, difficult to 
know” (pg. 96). No rubrics, no lists of dispositions or attitudes, and no “It’s All About the 
Kids.” 40  
If lesson plans, teaching, and children were not the foci of our encounters, what did I 
want these people talking about? A lot, I hoped. I have discussed teachers’ exclusion from 
the discourses that shape what and how they teach, but I also mentioned that, as Madeleine 
Grumet (2014a) pointed out in her discussion of experience in the preparation of teachers, 
“the ways that an academic discipline grasps and represents the world should not be 
sequestered in graduate seminars, but should constitute academic inquiry in teacher 
preparation programs” (pg. 118). Though not teacher preparation, this experience together 
would include discussions about their personal connections to the past as well as the 
questions and concerns raised vis-à-vis the academic texts that addressed these.  
Given the varied requirements I have outlined for the methodological underpinning of 
this work, I have drawn from four intersecting approaches to research: autobiography, 
phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and pedagogy. 
3.3 Methodological Foundations and Frames 
3.3.1 Autobiography 
Autobiographical method, as Grumet (1990, 2014b, 2014c) has argued, challenges 
researchers to shape the discourse of inquiry specifically in relation to the academic 
discipline that we are using it to address. Conversations around historical thinking versus 
memory or nationalism must be interrupted to ask teachers what the past means to them, how 
                                                 
40 I refer here to Peter Taubman’s (2009) chapter in Teaching By Numbers, “The Seduction of a Profession” in 
which he states, “because of the focus on students, teachers disappeared into an assemblage of so-called 
scientifically based ‘best practices’ … teachers’ subjectivity winds up being sacrificed on the alter of 
measureable use value.” (149).  
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their lived experiences relate to these meanings, and what questions their writing provokes—
without imposing already constructed responses. Rather than as a tool of surveillance to 
monitor and evaluate the process and content of their thoughts, autobiographical accounts of 
lived experiences and everyday understandings of history present teachers’ stories from their 
own perspectives, in their own words: a “portrayal of the self from the point of view of the 
self” (Grumet, 2014b, p. 17).  
In “’Whole, Bright, Deep with Understanding’: Issues in Qualitative Research and 
Autobiographical Method,” Bill Pinar (1981) describes the aim of autobiographic work in 
curriculum as “work which acknowledges the relation between the general, the abstract, and 
the specific and concrete, and sketches this relation dialectically, so that each element 
contributes to the transformation of the other to achieve a higher-order synthesis” (pg.175).  
The specificity of autobiographical writing and the analyses to which it leads build discursive 
bridges between self (here the autobiographical narrative), history, and the classroom. The 
languages of home, of childhood, of emotion, mingle with the discourses of time, narrative, 
representation, and the metaphors and structures of the complicated conversation that is 
curriculum-an escape from the linguistic chokehold of extant discourses.  
3.3.2 Phenomenological Frames 
Phenomenological research aims to bring to light individuals’ ways of experiencing, 
interpreting, and understanding the world they live in through an emphasis on the meanings 
of lived experiences for the individuals who describe and interpret them. It focuses on the 
particular descriptions of an experience as it is lived from moment to moment and is a 
repudiation of research that aims to find causal explanations, predict, or control. Van Manen 
(1990, 2014) indicates that phenomenological research, and all human science research, aims 
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to understand and not explain; phenomenological questions and teachers’ written reflections 
(which some researchers call Lived Experience Descriptions41) help to illuminate dimensions 
of human existence before they are categorized, named, thematized, and compared (Vagle, 
2014; Van Manen, 2014). The type of reflection with which teachers engaged in this project 
does not lead to as Van Manen (1990) has pointed out, a “punch-line, the latest information, 
or big news” (p. 13). He compares the work of phenomenology to the creation and reading of 
a poem: the point is not to summarize or replicate the poem afterward—the poem is the 
result. In this study, the reflection is the result, the thing itself.  
One of the aims of phenomenologically oriented research is to re-connect and re-
engage with taken-for-granted ways of knowing and seeing, i.e. the “natural attitude” (Van 
Manen, 2014), the phenomenon under investigation (Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 1990). In 
keeping with such an approach, I did not have particular things I was “looking” for in this 
study, but part of the project was to examine, with teachers, their ways of seeing and doing 
their work with history to see and understand what it might mean (or not mean) to them. I 
aimed to put aside42 the categories and representations of history as historical thinking, 
critical thinking, narratives of progress, and notions of developmental appropriateness and 
empathy, to include their own associations with and experiences of and with the past. 
3.3.3 Psychoanalytic Frames 
In Teaching By Numbers: Deconstructing the Discourse of Standards and 
Accountability in Education, Peter Taubman (2009) points out that contemporary  
conversations about teaching, saturated with the language of standards and accountability, 
                                                 
41 See (Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 1990, 2014) 
 
42 I realize that I am avoiding engagement with the nuances of the differences between the bracketing or 
bridling of assumptions; for the purposes of this study, which is not purely phenomenological, I use the general 
concept of questioning taken-for-granted understandings.   
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“exclude entire ways of talking about teaching. Teaching as an existential encounter, as an 
endeavor whose results are impossible to predict because they are subject to the vicissitudes 
of subjectivity and the unconscious, these ways of approaching teaching are excluded” (p. 
124). Taubman brings concepts from psychoanalytic theory to the examination of education, 
a perspective that, while not a research method, is a frame that has provided the language to 
articulate some of the intuitions and suspicions I have had about what is left out of 
discussions of teaching. Excluded subjectivity and knowledge that comes from the 
unconscious, which Taubman (2012) also refers to as “disavowed knowledge,” were central 
to this project—the existential dimensions of engagement with fear, obsessions, dreams, 
anger, hope, and any of the emotional aspects of what it might mean to study the past43. 
These are dimensions that have just as much importance as the intellectual aspects of 
studying history and what it means to teach about the past to young people.    
A specific aspect of psychoanalytic theory in education that is integral to this project 
is the recognition and acceptance of uncertainty. Deborah Britzman has explored how the 
unknown and unpredictable aspects of education, and of learning to teach in particular, are 
often avoided and neglected. In Practice Makes Practice: A Critical Study of Learning to 
Teach and later in The Very Thought of Education: Psychoanalysis and the Impossible 
Professions, she (2003b, 2009) argues that teaching disturbs us because of the uncertainty 
inherent in an endeavor that has as its object others who are subjects. We can’t “know” the 
end result of any of our efforts as teachers, and we inhabit an “intersubjective world …[that 
is] …  unstable, unrepeatable, and capable of movement, transformation, fixation, and 
regression” (Britzman, 2009, p. 20).  The “radical uncertainty of being with others” (p. 27) is 
                                                 
43 See for example Jim Garret and Avner Segall’s (2013) “(Re)Considerations of Ignorance and Resistance in 
Teacher Education” in which they explore the concept of ignorance in teachers’ avoidance of racism’s role in 
post-Katrina New Orleans as a form of resistance to difficult knowledge.   
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often masked by myths of the influence of teachers’ professional knowledge or expertise and 
avoidance of the constructed and vulnerable nature of knowledge as represented by the 
various disciplines (Britzman, 2003b) we teach. These myths, in addition to the promises 
offered by, as Peter Taubman (2012) has pointed out, the behavioral and managerial 
techniques of the learning sciences and studies of cognition, work to provide certainty and 
effectively eliminate the turmoil or unpredictability of teachers’ inner lives to make 
education seem  “doable.”  
I can think of many times where the uncertainty of a teaching situation scared me: 
having to put on a simulation of a slave ship crossing the Middle Passage, explaining the 
“appeal” of the “New” World, and many others. There are also the times student teachers 
invited in an Iraq war veteran or Rwandan genocide survivor to talk in their classrooms and 
the reception by students, parents, and other teachers was not what the teachers had planned 
or desired.   The idea that having aims and objectives about the use of evidence to support a 
claim or make an argument assuaged such fears and anxieties, but these unresolved feelings 
remained, haunting and tormenting us. It is not just the feelings of anxiety caused by 
uncertainty in teaching that I wanted to explore with teachers, but also their feelings about 
the idea of uncertainty and the uncertainty of history as a discipline and as a way of studying 
the past. This project itself rests on the hope that I could be comfortable with the uncertainty 
of this group’s responses and reactions to my queries: what if they resisted and really did 
connect to the past through historical thinking skills? What if they avoided the “difficult 
knowledge” (Britzman, 2009, 2013; Pitt & Britzman, 2003) I thought was so integral to the 
thinking about the past?   
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The uncertainty that is part of the content and form of my work in this project leads 
me to another helpful insight from psychoanalytic theory (and one that is also eschewed in 
education research and practice), and that is the idea that the work never ends (Britzman, 
2003b); or at least that the work has no end. In writing about the psychoanalytic foundations 
of autobiographical method, Grumet (2014c) argues that while the latter “cannot claim to 
transform the relationship of self to self,”  it “can adopt [from psychoanalysis] both its 
developmental goal and methodological assumption that by bringing the structures of 
experience to awareness, one enhances his ability to direct the process of his own 
development” (pg. 148). The point is to deepen understanding without a specific, guaranteed 
positive change that comes out of the “analysis.” There is freedom, however, in the 
acknowledging or recognizing what was once disavowed, denied, or simply ignored. 
3.3.4 Pedagogical Frames 
This project is also pedagogical in nature: I asked teachers to write, read, and think 
about various aspects of their encounters with the past, and we discussed these as a group. As 
such, I was in the position of a teacher as well: I read and commented on their narratives, 
assigned readings based on how I read these narratives, and curated our discussions. 
Additionally, I intervened in moments of discursive trouble: at times teachers struggled to see 
the parallels between their own experiences and discussions and the themes and questions 
raised by the readings we addressed. Sometimes this was a result of unfamiliar concepts (e.g. 
shadow texts, epistemology, phenomenology) and others it was a result of needing more 
clarity in linking the particular language of experience to the generalizations of theory. I have 
not adopted a specific approach or method out of established ideas about how to teach, but 
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consider my approach to this project pedagogical because acts of teaching and learning took 
places over the course of my time with the teachers.   
In the Foreword to Roger Simon’s (2014) A Pedagogy of Witnessing: Curatorial 
Practice and the Pursuit of Social Justice, Mario Di Paolantonio describes his work with 
Simon in the 1990s on assembling an archive on the lives and experiences of the Jewish 
inhabitants of Vilna during the German occupation from 1941-1943. It was a project that 
gathered graduate students and researchers into what they called The Study Group, and Di 
Paolantonio recalls how in addition to presenting to each other the materials they found 
(memoirs, poems, paintings, videos, etc.), they engaged in “remembrance learning.” They 
discussed, as Di Paolantonio described it “the signs of one’s study. The actual choices of the 
testimonial citations and their positions in relation to each other held the traces of how one 
learned: the questions, anxieties, and affective investments with the archival material 
encountered” (p. xi). He recounts the importance Simon placed upon the collective 
pedagogical endeavor of the group:  
In contrast to believing that my remembrance and study begins and ends with my 
own, lone interpretation of archival texts, the collaborative study that we embarked 
upon necessitated a reckoning with how one’s learning from past remnants is at one 
stimulated by, and addressed and accountable to the dynamics of being-with-others in 
a common space of learning and caretaking (p. xi).    
I borrow from this work as way of explaining my own: in place of the archival 
materials the Study Group put together, this group examined and interpreted their own and 
each other’s narratives and the readings in an ongoing conversation led to insights and 
understandings born out of their in-the-moment encounters. As I put together the materials 
and questions to begin and sustain our discussions I was most interested in these “traces of 
how one learned,” the reflections the teachers had as we worked through the narratives and 
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texts together, the breakdowns in communication, the frustrations and realizations about 
themselves and their work with young people.  
3.4 The Study 
3.4.1 Brief Overview   
I think it is useful for the reader to have an overview of the general structure and steps 
before addressing the specifics components of this project. I began the study with an informal 
gathering at my house for the six teachers to get to know each other and me. This was not 
part of my “data gathering” and was meant to lay the foundations for the intimacy and trust I 
hoped to establish in the group, especially before they were to write autobiographical 
narratives. Within the next few days, I emailed each a written prompt that asked them to 
describe a connection they feel to the past44 through three narratives of their experience. I 
gave the teachers a “deadline” of a week to email me their responses. I read them carefully 
several times and composed questions and comments for all of the responses.  
I visited each teacher in their classes for a few hours to get a sense of their school and 
classroom lives. The teachers and I met at my home four times and discussed their narratives, 
the theoretical/philosophical history writings I had chosen for them, as well as any 
connections they wished to establish to curriculum and to their work with young people.   
3.4.2 Research Questions 
The following questions guided and inspire this study:  
1. How do teachers describe their connections to the past?  
2. How are teachers’ conceptions of the past related to conceptions of the past within the 
discipline of history?   
                                                 
44 See Appendix 2 for prompt.  
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3. How do teachers’ questions and concerns about the past inform their interpretations and 
teaching of history?  
3.4.3 Participant Selection45 
As a social studies methods instructor, I had worked with preservice and experienced 
teachers who expressed interest in exploring the types of questions asked in this study. I 
began to search for participants by reaching out to these teachers, as well as the colleagues 
they recommended. I also made a small presentation about the topic of this project at a UNC 
program that works with teachers in the beginning three years of their careers.  
 In choosing participants, scholars of phenomenological research do not favor 
particular approaches to the selection of participants over others; the point, rather, is that 
participants have experienced the phenomenon (Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 1984, 1990, 
2014). What was important for the purposes of this study was that these social studies 
teachers expressed interest in engaging with this work in a thoughtful manner. Six teachers 
who taught at the middle school or high school level committed to email communications 
with me and one another, writing three autobiographical narratives, allowing me to visit their 
classrooms for a few hours, as well as to meeting at least three times once the school year 
began (Fall 2016).  
Participants in this study included six teachers recruited through various professional 
networks affiliated with UNC. Two teachers, Laura46 and Beverly, were former students in 
my middle grades social studies methods class (but were in the course during different 
semesters) who at the time of the study worked in local middle schools.  Alex was a middle 
school teacher who had worked with UNC as a cooperating teacher over several years, as 
                                                 
45 See Table 1 for details about teachers’ backgrounds. 
 
46 All names are pseudonyms.  
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well as with my own students (but not the teachers in this project).  Three teachers, Harriet, 
George, and Leonard, were graduates of the University’s teacher preparation program I met 
through a presentation I did at a UNC program that works with teachers in the beginning 
three years of their careers. I had made arrangements with the supervisor of the program to 
present about this study to any teachers who were interested in working on a study that 
engaged with what it means to understand the past.  
The small number of participants ensured that the data gathered together over the 
course of the study painted a rich picture of how each participant makes meaning of the past 
and the potential connection of these understandings to pedagogical practice as well as to the 
discipline of history. I did not focus on a “type” of teacher in the sense of selecting people at 
a specific stage of their career development. The aim was not to compare dispositions at 
different career stages but to broaden the field’s understanding of teaching history from the 
point of view of the teacher (Grumet, 2014b) and to acknowledge that experience and 
understandings of the past and of history do not only emerge from the school context, but 
from life in the world (Grumet, 2014a).  
Other types of research, such as ethnography, place importance on describing what a 
phenomenon is like from a very specific perspective (Van Manen, 1984, 1990). 
Phenomenological research, however, remains oriented to the phenomenon as a human 
experience, particular in its manifestations but not belonging to any one particular group. 
Because diversity in personal experience is intertwined with all aspects of identity47, 
however, I sought out research participants who represented diverse racial, ethnic, and 
                                                 
47 I do not aim to explore identity as it is used in identity politics of race, class, gender, etc. I use Bracher’s 
(2006) explanation of identity as “those configurations of self that provide us with vitality, agency, and meaning 
and give us a sense of ourselves as a force that matters in the world” (xi).    
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sex/gender backgrounds and perspectives. In this study, there were teachers with varied years 
of teaching experience, ages, race, sexual orientation, school type and setting, and life 
experiences. In Chapter 4 I provide more detailed introductions to each of the teachers who 
participated in this study.     
Table 1. Teacher Participants48 
Teacher School/Grades  Self-Description  Years of Experience  
George  Memory High School  
Rural, public   
Grades 9-12  
White, male, gay 3 
Beverly  Seal Middle School  
Urban, public 
6th grade  
Black, female  2 





6th grade  
White, male  18 years public 
school, currently in 
private school  
Laura  Jones Middle School 
Urban/suburban public  
6th & 7th grades 
Maplewood Day School  
Rural, private special 
education  
Ages 10-13 
White, female  3 (2 in public 
middle school, 1 
private school)  
Harriet Southern Early College High 
School  
Urban, public  
9th & 10th grades 
White, female  1 
Leonard  Stoneville Early College High 
School, 
Rural, public  
Grades 9-12  
White, male  3 
                                                 
48 The information included in this table was self-reported by research participants. The names of participants 
and schools are pseudonyms.   
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 The anonymity of research participants was protected throughout all stages of this 
study. I included the details, as well as all recruitment materials, and the content of written 
prompts for participants in the approved applications to the Institutional Review Board at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  Participants also received consent forms that 
outlined the purpose and methods of the study, as well as what participation in the project 
entailed.  Names were changed to pseudonyms and are also included in Table 1.   
While I will explore the specificities of each participant’s contributions to this study 
in the next chapter, I want to include some comments about the group. Throughout the stages 
of my research, I was humbled and impressed with these teachers’ generosity of time and 
spirit as well as with their willingness to be intellectually and emotionally vulnerable. Many 
of the topics we discussed were challenging as a result of the academic unfamiliarity to the 
group; others raised ethical and moral dilemmas related to teaching history to young people; 
and some, such as discussions about race in the United States, reflected the general 
polarization of the current political climate and had the potential to be truly uncomfortable. 
What impressed me about these teachers, and what I think may have been a partial result of 
the intimacy fostered by the structure of our seminars, was their dedication to doing the 
work—of interrogating complex ideas and personal, complicated emotions and experiences 
throughout our time together. This often involved struggling to formulate thoughts or defend 
ideas, the possibility of straying from well-established, predictable, and safe discourses about 
children, history, or education, and taking the risk of being “wrong” or not knowing. 
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3.4.4 Data Gathering49  
In describing the methods of this work, I echo Van Manen’s (1990) warning to be 
“constantly on guard against the seductive illusions of technique” (pg. 3) in the attempt to 
“construct a full interpretive description of some aspect of the lifeworld, and yet to remain 
aware that lived life is always more complex than any explication of meaning can reveal” (p. 
18). I have also followed Vagle’s (2014) advice to shape the methods of inquiry in such a 
manner that works best to illuminate the phenomenon.  
I refer to the stages of “data gathering” as stages of inquiry. The first stage of inquiry 
involved participants’ written responses to a prompt, or protocol (Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 
1990, 2014) that asked them to describe a connection they felt to the past.  Participants 
completed three of these autobiographical narratives (sometimes called Lived Experience 
Descriptions, see (Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 1990, 2014)). Three written descriptions, as 
opposed to one, “free [the teller] from being captured by the reflection provided in a single 
narrative” (Grumet, 1987, p. 324); just as the teaching of history must not confine the past to 
a single, master-narrative, the perspectives of teachers should not be limited to a single story.  
I chose to have participants write narratives about their connections to the past, rather 
than to interview them or gather life stories. I am aware that the linguistic demands of the 
written text can place constraints on participants, but these also engage an individual’s 
reflective mode (Van Manen, 1997) and has the possibility of freeing the participant from the 
tyranny of what he/she imagines the researcher to expect. Van Manen (1990) points out that 
the act of writing allows us to establish distance from immediate engagement with the things 
                                                 
49  I use the term “data gathering” in agreement with Dahlberg, Dahlberg, and Nyström (2008) that “the use of 
the term ‘data gathering’ is more to make a concession to a common term in research context than it is a 
conscious choice of the best term. […] In this approach to research, data gathering is an activity in which 
researchers seek descriptions, utterances, characterizations, narrations, depictions and other possible expressions 
of the studied phenomena” (p.172).  
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of the world but also maintains a unity with what we know and see; writing assures our 
thoughtfulness and attentiveness. Writing “intellectualizes through the abstraction of 
language, but it also concretizes because of the compelling and physically and emotionally 
stirring effects of narrative” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 128). 
 In this particular study, written autobiographical narratives also provided 
opportunities to for teachers to explore difficult knowledge (Britzman, 1998, 2003b), the 
“ugly questions” and “shadow texts” (Simon, 2004; Simon & Armitage-Simon, 1995; Simon 
& Eppert, 1997) that emerged as they engaged with what it means to understand the past, and 
disturbing, disavowed knowledge (Taubman, 2012) that has been excluded from discourses 
available to teachers in describing what they do. Written responses also acknowledged the 
autonomy of their authors and their choices about what they disclosed in these narratives.  
I formulated written responses that consisted of questions, comments, and suggested 
readings50 provoked by their texts.  The nature of this project precludes lists of questions or 
predetermined categories of analysis in my responses to teachers’ autobiographical accounts. 
Instead, I draw from Mark Vagle’s (2014) idea of the partial literature review and the 
“tentative manifestations” of the phenomenon as it is lived; or, knowledge and comfort with 
the phenomenon in question, but not  an exhaustive review that sets up “an a priori 
explanation of what the phenomenon ‘is’ or ‘should be’ according to empirical explanations” 
(p. 72). In other words, I was guided by themes and questions with which I had hoped to 
engage teachers but did not use existing theory to explain or predict what might take place. 
These included: what they have been reluctant to learn or teach about the past, their fears and 
worries about history and how these inform (or even constitute) the interpretations of history 
they teach, the role of morals, lessons, or judgment in understanding history and the past, 
                                                 
50  See the following section for a description of the readings that guided my written responses.  
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personal connections to the past and how these live in their practice, how relationships to 
academic history are/are not represented in accounts of their connections to the past, and the 
human relationships that have mediated their senses of the past.  
These responses were intended to establish a dialogue with the individual writers as 
well as to start a discussion for the seminar sessions. Following Madeleine Grumet and Bill 
Pinar’s (2014) work with the currere method focused on educational experience, the 
questions were meant to “provoke the writer to think about his assumptions, the style of his 
own world view, as well as other constructions and interpretations that could pertain to the 
events described” and position the narratives as “possible rather than an exclusive 
interpretation of experience” (Pinar & Grumet, 2014, p. 180). I asked questions about the 
concerns I interpreted them to have raised, as well as pointed out ideas and inconsistencies 
across the three narratives. I did not “reveal” my responses to the narratives until after the 
first seminar because I did not want, in the initial stages, for my words to influence the 
teachers’ initial understandings and interpretations of each other’s work. (See Appendix 3 for 
a summary of the narratives and my responses.)  
Another stage of inquiry consisted of classroom visits during the teachers’ social 
studies lessons. These visits were not observations intended to “triangulate” data or compare 
teachers’ narratives with their practice. Rather, the classroom served the purpose of 
solidifying my relationship with each teacher, as well as to establish context (Vagle, 2014) 
and to strengthen my own familiarity with teachers’ lives in the classroom, the specific 
examples they would bring up, or materials to which they might refer in their narratives or in 
the seminar. I sough to establish context with the intent of learning “what it is like” in each 
teacher’s classroom, to discover more about aspects of the world of each teacher, and how 
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(and if) particular situations in the classroom lived within their narratives.  Simply put, I 
wanted to envision what was meant when someone said, for instance, “on my drive to work” 
or “I grew up just down the road from here.” 
These visits took place during the spring of 2016, after each teacher emailed me their 
narratives. As I mentioned in the Brief Overview, I did not visit the classrooms until after the 
teachers shared their narratives with me. My intent in this project has been to argue for the 
importance of the acknowledgment and inclusion of teachers’ own questions and concerns 
about the past in curricular conversations. Part of this goal has entailed avoiding the 
insistence prevalent in most education research that teachers’ conversations always relate to 
students, instructional goals and practices, or education, and, similarly, that they employ 
particular discourses (e.g. of diversity, inclusion, citizenship, critical thinking, etc.) in so 
doing. To make this point clear (which I had shared in our initial interactions), I did not visit 
the teachers during the time they wrote their narratives: I did not want them to associate my 
presence in their classrooms as a suggestion that the world of their experiences must be 
represented by their present classroom situations.  
3.4.5 Interpretive Seminar 
 Bearing in the mind the goals of this particular study, it is important to point out that 
I do not intend to keep the research questions or the intellectual foundations of this work 
hidden from participants nor the “results” and findings confined to the discourse of 
academics. Instead, these stages of inquiry culminated in an interpretive seminar in which I 
gathered with teachers to discuss their autobiographical accounts, their reading of their own 
and one another’s accounts, the theoretical work that has formed the basis of the study and 
that they have read, how all of these inform their perspectives on the preparation of social 
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studies teachers and their own teaching practice, as well as the questions generated by all of 
these.  
I have mentioned that I began an analysis of sorts through engagement with the 
teachers’ autobiographical narratives, but their particular experiences began and did not 
solely constitute this work. Deborah Britzman (2003b) has argued in Practice Makes 
Practice about experience that: 
‘[It is] not instructive in and of itself. This means that our work is to consider how we 
perceive the world through particular epistemological commitments and symbolic 
systems, and how our meanings are organized, disorganized, and produced with 
multiple positions we inhabit. The point is to reflect, in critical ways, upon the 
processes and forces that structure experience as meaningful, useless, or even 
mysterious’ (p. 217-218).  
In this case, the written narratives of experience provided the basis for our subsequent 
reflections and interpretations in the series of seminar meetings.  
I could not predict the substance of written exchanges with teachers and of 
discussions during the seminar sessions, but certain texts anchored and guided this 
communication. Collingwood’s (1993c) The Idea of History, White’s (1973) Metahistory, 
and Novick’s (1988b) That Noble Dream grounded questions about the purposes and 
processes of historical study, and questions related to the study of history as it relates to 
collective memory connected with Halbwachs’ (1992) On Collective Memory, Nora’s (1989) 
Between History and Memory, Ricoeur’s (2006) chapter “Memory-Forgetting-History” and 
specific cases of how memory and history function in the creation of national narratives in 
articles by Thelen (2002), Gerstle (1997), Wertsch (2008), and Ahonen (2001). Questions or 
comments on narrative structures, the functions of narrative in the study of history and of the 
past, and the development of historical consciousness included chapters from the Straub’s 
(2005a) edited volume Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness; Rüsen’s (2005b) 
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History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation; White’s (1987) The Content of the Form; 
and chapters from Seixas’ (2004) edited volume Theorizing Historical Consciousness. 
Comments or questions related to the difficulties of teaching or learning about the past were 
addressed in: Britzman’s work on difficult knowledge (1998, 2003b), scholarship on the 
“ugly questions” and “shadow texts” (Simon, 2004; Simon & Armitage-Simon, 1995; Simon 
& Eppert, 1997) that emerge in encounters with the past, as well as Taubman’s (2012) work 
on disturbing, disavowed knowledge. 
The focus of the seminar meetings was shaped around the narratives, the themes51 
that emerged from our discussions, and texts I selected for the teachers to read that were, in 
turn, selected based on those themes. I did not choose texts that were specifically tied to 
education, but instead chose texts that challenged or emphasized the contradictions in the 
narratives or discussions, as well as presented how the themes were addressed in academia, 
in order to broaden the discursive horizons of the seminars.52 The texts were intended to be in 
conversation with the narratives as well as with teachers’ interpretations of both to, as 
Grumet (2014b)  has pointed out, “blur genres, to challenge their narratives with these other 
readings and to challenge the assumptions and assertions of these other texts with their 
readings of their own stories” (p. 227), a dialectical reading and learning between theory and 
reflexivity.  
Each seminar lasted between approximately two and three hours and took place in my 
home, for the practical reason of being the most convenient location but also to escape the 
classroom and the university. Of course the topics of each seminar meeting varied in their 
                                                 
51 I am not using “theme” in the typical sense of the findings of qualitative research, but rather to include the 
questions, concerns, inconsistencies and contradistinctions, metaphors, and feelings represented in their 
narratives as well as the subsequent discussions.  
 
52 See Appendix 4 for a summary of each reading.  
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particularities, but all explored different aspects of what it means to understand the past. My 
role was certainly pedagogical in that I “assigned” writings, readings, and led the discussion, 
sometimes answering questions about the readings, summarizing main points, or explaining 
concepts. At the same time, I worked hard to maintain a conversation in which I often had a 
minimal speaking role and one with, to use Van Manen’s (1990) term, a “hermeneutic thrust” 
in that it is “oriented to sense making and interpreting of the notion that drives or stimulates 
the conversation” (p. 98). The question was, again and again: What does this mean to you?    
For the first seminar, five of the six participants were present.53 I divided the meeting 
into two halves and split the teachers into two smaller groups. For the first half of the 
seminar, the task was to choose a narrative to read aloud and then discuss specific questions 
they had for the author as well as any commonalities or differences they noticed among their 
narratives. For the second half of the meeting, we met as a whole group to discuss their 
narratives and I introduced questions that related the autobiographical narratives to their 
discussions and to the readings I had assigned for the first meeting. The texts for the first 
seminar were Peter Seixas’ (2005) chapter “Historical Consciousness: The Progress of 
Knowledge in a Postprogressive Age” in the series Making Sense of History: Narration, 
Identity, and Historical Consciousness and the chapter “Historical Narration: Foundation, 
Types, Reason” in Jörn Rüsen’s (2005b) book in the same series, Narration-Interpretation-
Orientation. These texts, chosen based on the themes common across most narratives, 
addressed the general question of what it means to study history from a disciplinary 
perspective (Seixas discusses seven paradoxes/dilemmas encountered by historical 
                                                 
53 See Table 2 for participants’ attendance.  
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thinkers)54, as well as the “types” of historical consciousness and how these framed thinking 
and feeling about the past (See Appendix 1). I assigned Rüsen’s (2005) chapter not only 
because it provided more detail on the types of historical consciousness introduced to the 
teachers in Seixas’ (2005) chapter, but also because he addresses how historical 
consciousness functions in practical life in terms of moral reasoning and our actions.  
The subsequent seminars were structured similarly: we continued to relate discussions 
to the autobiographical narratives, to the readings, and to their experiences. I continued to 
emphasize that they should not feel pressured to translate our discussions into “outcomes” for 
a new kind of curriculum or for specific changes in current instructional practices. Perhaps 
this was a taken-for-granted understanding we bracketed.   For the second seminar, four of 
the six participants were present, and the readings were excerpts from Collingwood’s (1993c) 
The Idea of History and the Introduction of Peter Novick’s (1988b) That Noble Dream.  The 
third seminar was arranged as two different sessions to accommodate participants’ schedules: 
half participated in the first session and half in the second session. One participant, Laura, 
had moved to another state and school between sessions but wanted to continue her 
participation via Skype. The reading was a Roger I. Simon and Claudia Eppert (1997) article, 
“Remembering Obligation: Pedagogy and the Witnessing of Testimony of Historical 
Trauma” which teachers identified as the most challenging and thought-provoking of the 
assigned texts.  
The fourth session marked a shift in the trajectory, both in content and structure, of 
our discussions. I had urged teachers to put aside impulses to use discourses of schooling in 
thinking about what it means to understand the past up to this point; for this meeting, 
however, I wanted to finally relate the work we had done thus far, work that recognized the 
                                                 
54 See Appendix 5 for a summary of these paradoxes.  
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onerous and thrilling task of making sense of the past, to curriculum and the preparation of 
teachers. 
Participants were not assigned a reading, but were given a directive before the next 
meeting: they were to reflect on all we’d discussed and envision a history/ social studies 
pedagogy that acknowledges human emotion and subjectivity. I was clear to emphasize that 
such a task not include descriptions of specific activities or lessons, but rather ideas for an 
approach. This final seminar was structured as an open discussion of their ideas, but the 
finality of our time together was not a signal that a culmination or concluding thought or 
takeaway needed to be produced.  
Table 2. Teacher Attendance 





George   X X  X 
Beverly  X X  X  
Alex  X X X  X 
Laura  X   X (Skype) X (Skype) 
Harriet X  X  X 
Leonard  X X  X  
3.4.6 Analysis and Interpretation  
I have tried to articulate the importance of the ambiguity and complexity of questions 
about the past and history that have gone unasked within social studies and teacher education 
research, as well as the fact that acknowledgment of the subjectivity I seek in these narratives 
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calls for the sensitivity and openness of the modes of inquiry I have used. Such an 
acknowledgement also calls for ways of reading and interpreting teachers’ narratives that 
reflect the dialogic relationships between the texts they have written, each other, the 
classroom, readings, as well as the meanings that emerge from the encounters between them. 
As such, analysis of narratives can be described as “thematic” and inspired by 
phenomenology’s attention to the hermeneutic circle of interpretation (Dahlberg, Dahlberg, 
& Nystrom, 2008; Vagle, 2014; Van Manen, 1990, 2014), but unique to the questions of this 
particular study.  
In Phenomenology of Practice: Meaning-giving Methods in Phenomenological 
Research and Writing, Max van Manen (2014) outlines how the “findings” in research that 
grows from phenomenological roots contrasts from other qualitative research traditions in its 
aims, analyses, and interpretations. For instance, ethnographic work focuses on the discovery 
of names for and descriptions of groups and what they do; grounded theory combs data to 
“discover” theory; and concept analysis involves the pre-selection of themes or categories to 
be found in the data (Van Manen, 2014). Still other approaches to the analysis of data involve 
assessing the number and types of significant terms, ideas, or utterances in order to 
categorize, evaluate, fix, or predict an aspect of the data. This project, however, follows van 
Manen’s (2104) description of analysis and interpretation as “a complex and creative process 
of insightful invention, discovery, and disclosure” (p. 320) focused on the recovery of 
meaning. 
I have structured my interpretations of the teachers’ narratives and our seminar 
meetings in such a way that reflects both the content and form of each. In Chapter 4, I pay 
special attention to the questions and ideas raised by each participant’s narratives, both 
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within the individual narrative as well as across all three. I trace some unifying themes and 
questions between the teachers, but do not draw conclusions or make inferences based on 
these, and I keep in mind that the narratives do not “talk” to each other but only to me. In 
Chapter 5, I structure the interpretations in conversation with the narratives, and have 
separated the analysis by seminar meeting to reflect the momentum of the teachers’ 
discussions and to present the manner in which the conversations themselves provoke acts of 
meaning making. 
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CHAPTER 4: TEACHERS’ NARRATIVES OF EXPERIENCE 
4.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I will introduce the six teachers with whom I worked on this project. I 
then summarize and interpret their autobiographical narratives of experience, which provide 
insight into one of the lines of inquiry of this project, namely how these teachers describe 
their connections to the past. My analysis of these narratives, including the questions they 
raised, forms the foundation for our discussions in the seminar sessions that followed their 
time writing. As detailed in the previous chapter, I responded to each teacher’s narratives 
with extensive written comments I returned at the conclusion of the first seminar meeting. I 
have incorporated these comments and questions into the body of this chapter so as to 
maintain the cohesion of my own narrative, rather provide a script of the communication.  
4.2 The Group 
Earlier I mentioned that in this project I am not preoccupied with individual 
psychology or tracing “causes” of teachers’ approaches to curriculum and instruction to their 
backgrounds or formative experiences as this project does not intend to suggest interventions 
to practice to prevent teachers from thinking or feeling certain ways or to indicate what 
“kinds” of teachers think in certain ways. The individuals, however, do matter. I spent time 
getting to know the teachers who worked with me on this study on classroom visits, and 
some I knew previous to this project. At first glance, the group reflects some of the 
characteristics that have led to much handwringing in educational scholarship concerned with 
the lack of diversity in U.S. classrooms: white, middle class. Had I given a survey of 
 89 
demographic information to the three women and three men, it would have yielded only 
these pieces of information. Instead, I talked with teachers in informal ways about whatever 
they chose to share about themselves, their schools, and their teaching lives. These brief 
sketches of the teachers do not aim to capture who they are, but rather their preoccupations 
and concerns at the time and my impressions of the contexts of their work.  
4.2.1 Alex 
Alex described himself as the old one of the group; he was in his 18th year of teaching 
and was, like Laura, at a time of transition in his career. He had taught in the local public 
middle school for most of his teaching career but the pressures of standardized testing, 
changes in the expectations of new administrators, and the concomitant effects on his 
pedagogical freedom signaled that it was time to seek new opportunities. I had worked with 
Alex for several years when I was a social studies methods instructor and university 
supervisor; he opened his classroom to two of my students for the completion of their student 
teaching semester. More than serving as the mentor teacher, he and a colleague were guest 
speakers in my social studies methods class, he presented at a regional conference with me, 
and we met outside of school over the years to discuss his work and the teaching of history in 
general.  
When I observed student teachers I made a point of coming earlier than their 
scheduled lessons so that I could get a sense of what it was like to teach with their mentor 
teachers, what the class was like, etc. Alex’s classroom was a creative oasis. I left with 
renewed purpose and energy and with tremendous nostalgia for my own time as a teacher. I 
do not wish to reduce his exchanges with students to tired terms such as innovative or 
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authentic, but his social studies teaching was inspirational, intelligent, and clearly animated 
by “big ideas.”   
Many of our conversations at the time of this study were driven by his ambivalence 
about taking a private school position and the guilt he felt at leaving the community of which 
he had so long been a part. At the same time, the new position offered the possibility of 
sustaining his creative impulses as a teacher as well as the material support necessary to 
fulfill the type of vision for teaching that many administrators and politicians say they have 
for schools. The presidential election was, as with the other teachers in this study, always in 
the background. The negativity and aggression associated with much of the discourse in the 
campaign and later in the early days of the new administration and its effects on young 
people, and vulnerable groups of students specifically, weighed heavily on Alex’s mind.  
4.2.2 Harriet 
Harriet’s participation in this project began in her first year of teaching. I met her at 
the presentation I gave about this project. She began her teaching career at an early college 
high school affiliated with a university and the school is located directly on its campus. 
Because I got completely lost on the campus searching for the school, Harriet did not meet 
me in front of the building. I had to sign in at the front desk and speak with the administrative 
assistant, who delighted in hearing that I was visiting Harriet and in telling me that she had 
been recognized as the best new teacher in the district that very day. The joy in her classroom 
was electric; it was clear that the students were proud to be in Harriet’s class and that they 
took themselves and their work very seriously. 
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 It was clear from the few hours that I spent in this energetic classroom that Harriet 
embraced the study of history from a perspective that prioritized social justice: each carefully 
worded question, assignment prompts, and even the layout and décor of the room pointed to 
the importance of this pedagogy in her teaching life. The students had finished a film on the 
Rwandan genocide and were engaged in a lively discussion on the differences and 
similarities between it and the Holocaust, possible reasons for not intervening in a conflict 
and waiting to bring perpetrators to trial, and the “creation” of ethnic identities (e.g. Hutus 
and Tutsis) through colonialism and imperialism. It was an intense experience to watch and I 
remember feeling quite satisfied that what I had seen contradicted the depictions of history 
and social studies teachers as complacent, averse to pedagogical risks and controversies, and 
unaware of the savior-narratives they supposedly embodied.     
From our conversation in her classroom, I learned that Harriet was immensely 
interested in understanding and exploring the meaning of her position as a white, female 
teacher in a predominantly Black high school. Her reflexivity around this particular concern 
was apparent in the care and thoughtfulness with which she framed classroom discussions 
that certainly did not shy away from the recognition of white, European privilege in 
contemporary society as well as in the references her students made to the role of forgiveness 
and reparations in the aftermath of genocide, war crimes, and other atrocities.    
4.2.3 Leonard  
Leonard was in his third year of teaching when I began this study. He taught at 
Stoneville Early College High School in a small city of approximately 4,000 people.55 While 
technically in a city, the area around the school seemed quite rural to me, with a barren 
downtown, open fields, and the same fast food options and gas stations immediately next to 
                                                 
55 U.S. Census Bureau, 2010. 
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the freeway exit. Leonard was one of the teachers I knew the least when I began this work; 
he had graduated from UNC Chapel Hill and participated in a UNC program that works with 
teachers in the beginning three years of their careers. I did not have the chance to see 
Leonard teach as his principal preferred for us to meet after school, but we spent several 
hours talking in his classroom.       
It seemed to me that our paths crossed during a time of introspection and worry in 
Leonard’s life. Our conversations in his classroom focused on what it meant to have his 
particular values and beliefs at this moment in the South, in his specific school setting. 
Leonard described himself as the lone liberal in his school, where he taught civics, world 
history, and English, among a majority of supporters of the then-presidential nominee, 
Donald Trump. He seemed at times amused by this fact, and at other times quite concerned 
about his situation: he had experienced parent complaints about the teaching of evolution or 
his approach toward “social” issues that contrasted with the teachings of their respective 
churches, but felt that he was able “get away with a lot” because of his youth. This led to a 
recollection of his own “maverick teachers” without whom he felt he could have become 
more like his own students.  
We discussed whether a liberal “bias” or “slant” really existed and how he felt the 
need, as a teacher, to preface certain statements with such a descriptor, perhaps a product of 
his current environment. His room was filled with symbols of his efforts to reach students 
and introduce them to new ideas and frames of reference: movie posters, maps, travel 
souvenirs, flags, and posters for the various film clubs and enrichment activities he led after 
school. While Leonard felt satisfied as a teacher, he felt conflicted about the low wages and 
the long-term sustainability of his time as a teacher. He could not foresee, at this point, a 
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future with the lifestyle he had envisioned for himself and his family if he remained a 
teacher.   
4.2.4 Laura 
Laura was my student when I taught the social studies methods class for the first time. 
I remember it as a wonderful, enthusiastic class but my enjoyment of the experience was 
dulled a bit by an especially problematic male student whose defiance and unwillingness to 
do the work seemed to irritate the other students in the class, especially Laura. From the 
methods class to the subsequent student teaching practicum, Laura was a dedicated teacher. 
She worked hard to establish positive, nurturing relationships with her students as well as to 
excel in terms of the substance of teaching. When she was my student we met for several 
hours outside of school to discuss her lesson plans and the possibilities for trying out her 
ideas within her student teaching classroom. 
 Laura and I maintained contact throughout her first two years as a teacher and met 
several times to discuss her experiences in the classroom as well as the changes in the local 
school district and how these affected new teachers. We also worked together on a regional 
conference presentation on our experiences with the edTPA56 assessment that she had 
completed as an undergraduate. After graduation, she took a job in the school in which she 
had completed the practicum and worked alongside her mentor teacher, with whom she had 
developed a close working relationship. I saw during my visit that she seemed completely at 
ease as a teacher and had decided to take on particularly divisive national and state issues in 
                                                 
56 The edTPA is a performance based, subject specific assessment that student teachers must complete in order 
to receive licensure (edtpa.aacte.org/faq).  
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her seventh grade social studies class, including North Carolina’s controversial HB2 Bill57, 
immigration issues, smoking bans, fracking for natural gas, the legalization of certain drugs, 
and the use of drones.  
Laura’s intellectual curiosity and energetic presence in the classroom were wonderful 
to see and I was saddened when she shared with me that she had decided to move to Montana 
during the early phases of this project. My greatest concern was for her future career and we 
discussed her options in Montana at length; she ultimately transitioned into a private, special 
education school setting in which she worked with 5-10 students at a time. Laura was 
committed to the work we had done together and continued her participation in this project 
via Skype.  
4.2.5 George 
I met George after I gave a short presentation about this project. His energy and quick 
wit immediately made me hope that he would agree to participate. I remember that the drive 
to his school, on a freeway through the type of woods I find rather suffocating, seemed 
interminable. Memory High School was built in 2010 and located in a town north of the 
state’s capital, in area that seemed to be under rapid development and to have been plopped 
down out of the sky. There was a sense of both movement and stagnancy as I drove onto the 
campus: there were many cranes building fast food chains and other strip-mall type buildings 
around the school, but there were no people moving about the already established businesses 
and the school seemed cut off from its environs.  
                                                 
57 The Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act, (officially An Act to Provide for Single-sex Multiple Occupancy 
Bathroom and Changing Facilities in Schools and Public Agencies and to Create Statewide Consistency in 
Regulation of Employment and Public Accommodations). The controversy is in the requirement that people 
must use (in government buildings) the restroom/changing facilities that correspond to the sex on their birth 
certificate.     
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In contrast to his energetic presence outside of the classroom, George’s interactions 
with his students during the periods I visited were calm and collected as he moved from 
lectures to group work to the daily announcements. The students discussed the construction 
of the terms first, second, and third world and their contemporary uses to describe different 
nations. The students in the classes were busy, attentive, and seemed to be very involved in 
the life and culture of the school.  
Much of my conversation with George focused on his adjustment to work in this 
particular community, especially in the midst of the presidential election. While he described 
the place as diverse in its ethnic/racial/linguistic makeup, there was tension among the 
various groups and much animosity directed at Latin students perceived to be immigrants. He 
had recently moved to a different wing of the school to escape the toxic masculinity of what 
he described as the “bro club” of other history and social studies teachers, and was working 
to build both the structure and acceptance of the school’s Gay Straight Alliance. I got the 
impression that while he was intellectually challenged by the work with students, there was 
discomfort in term of culture and identity (and perhaps energy).  
4.2.6 Beverly  
Beverly was a student in the second iteration of my social studies methods class. 
While I generally do not trust the word “natural” in describing people’s talents or skills, 
especially in the world of teaching, I would be the least hesitant to use this word to describe 
Beverly in the classroom. The emotional generosity and warmth in the various classrooms I 
had seen her teach was palpable, and it was clear that Beverly was committed to her students’ 
learning. During her time as a student teacher as well as for this project, we discussed what it 
was like for Beverly to have consistently been the only Black woman in an educational 
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setting and the frustrations and isolation that accompany this situation. She worked teaching 
sixth grade at what would technically be considered an urban school because of its proximity 
to a city and the county-city school district integration. The school was generally chaotic and 
I knew that she did not receive the material support that other schools closer to the university 
received.  
The classroom, though a warm environment focused on building support and success 
for students, was the most structured in terms of the mandated curriculum. I knew that 
Beverly was frustrated at not being able to work creatively with students and with having to 
teach literacy skills (such as reading such as distinguishing between fact and opinion, finding 
the main idea, making inferences) through history or social studies content. The day I visited 
involved multiple choice test preparation for the upcoming state exams, and she had worked 
hard to make the experience more palatable to students through some group work and more 
game-like structures. She knew my feelings about this state’s emphasis on test preparation 
and minimum literacy skills in this district. We exchanged several looks of sympathy 
throughout the duration of my visit. Despite this situation, Beverly was happy at her school 
and looked to this project to keep her connection to the university and to interact with 
teachers who shared her interest in discussing history and its teaching to young people.  
4.3 The Narratives 
4.3.1 Introduction 
These impressions serve as an introduction to the participants in this study. As I have 
mentioned, I aimed to understand more about how teachers described their connections to the 
past and the kinds of issues and concerns they raised and did not raise, I also wanted to know 
more about how their connections as well as how teachers questions and concerns about the 
past relate to their lives in the classroom. The first stage in my inquiry involved collecting 
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teachers’ narratives of experience, in this case written narratives that asked them to describe 
a moment in their lives they felt a connection to the past (see Appendix 2 for prompt).    
I awaited the narratives with great anticipation, and despite the openness toward their 
responses that I described in the previous chapter, I nurtured fantasies that each story would 
defy the established scholarship I have commented on in the previous chapters. I also had to 
fend off fears that the stories would not only be uninteresting but would be dripping in the 
discourses of how their love for children drives all pedagogical choices and actions, a 
discourse that Peter Taubman (2006) maintains hides the more undesirable emotions that 
affect teachers, or the need to educate for democracy and citizenship, historical thinking, etc. 
The fear was not a result of my disagreement with or dismissal of these discourses but rather 
that these would serve as a mask for teachers’ own thoughts in order to conform to whatever 
they anticipated I might want to hear from them.  
My preemptive distress about the uncertainty of their narratives was such that my 
immediate response was disappointment at their not having “followed directions.” These 
were not all arranged as I had requested in the prompt:  “Tell each story in as much detail as 
possible. Tell me what it was like for you, the time, the place, who was there, what you were 
thinking at the time, and anything else you think would help me understand your stories.” I 
had envisioned purely phenomenological descriptions with no interpretation or analysis on 
their part, neat narratives in the form of stories with a beginning, middle, and end. My 
psychology in that particular moment is uninteresting, but it is worth pointing out that I 
realized I had been guilty of the same tendency for which I had castigated others: reserving 
the intellectual work and results for myself (Grumet, 1990, 2014c) and a fixation on method 
and rule following (Van Manen, 1990). That moment passed.  
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4.3.2 Connections to the Past: What Lies Beneath   
I have agonized over an adjective that could describe their connections to the past and 
what it means to understand and teach about it, or even a noun that could name the emotional 
undercurrent of these narratives. Instead of a series of words that only partially describe the 
complexity of what I encountered in working with these teachers, I return to Robinson’s 
(1997) Housekeeping. Towards the end of the novel, as two of the protagonists walk by the 
lake responsible for many of their town’s casualties they are reminded that, “below is always 
the accumulated past, which vanishes but does not vanish, which perishes and remains” 
(172).   
Like the surface of the lake that hides bodies and memories, unknown and familiar, 
contingent and precarious, absent and present, discourse about historical evidence and 
standards or multiple perspectives and the construction of rational arguments hides these 
teachers’ stories of shock and hatred at meeting extended family, shame at having lived a lie, 
frustration at students’ seemingly willful ignorance, resentment at learning hard truths about 
racism from elders, and deep ambivalence about the responsibility of recounting the past to 
young people. The stories of their specific experiences in the world, people and places they 
care about, in turn, like the water below the surface, hiding life and death, move and swirl 
with multiple meanings, contradictions, dilemmas, and questions about what it means to 
understand the past.  
4.4 Control and Chaos: Fears of Powerlessness and Contingency 
Earlier I commented on my fleeting disappointment with the teachers’ structural 
deviation from the prompt I provided: theirs were not always stories with a predictable 
narrative arc; the structures or emplotments and literary modes of consciousness about which 
Hayden White (1973, 1987) writes in reference to the organization of historical accounts of 
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the past. The narratives moved back and forth between several pasts and versions of the 
present, were sometimes stories of transformation or “learning,” and always included 
emotional shifts and layers of tragedy, comedy, or satire. A persistent undercurrent of these 
multi-layered narratives was an interest in the tension between order and chaos, 
control/agency and contingency.  
As Harriet muses on the meaning of memory in one of her narratives, for example, 
she likens the brain’s act of recall to “a well-organized vintage record store, where a hipster 
employee can select the needed disk in a moment’s notice and immediately supply me with a 
track, an image, a feeling” and memories as “delicately packed away in my brain cells, my 
memories rest until I need them” (Narrative, “Luggage”). She ends her reflection by 
commenting that “a smell, sound, or image prompts our brain to begin the work of sorting 
through our past and selecting the one piece of the past we will remove from its storage” and 
that “from the evolutionary perspective, memories aided in survival, helping our ancestors 
know which foods to eat, paths to take, and people to trust. Now, memories still help humans 
to survive.” (Narrative, “Luggage”).  In these bookends to her narrative, the past is readily 
accessible through a rational, pragmatic process wherein present needs, emotional or 
survival, determine which particular memories the brain will “retrieve.” The brain gives a 
sense of order and control in the human relationship to the past: reliable, steady, and 
humming along constructing a predictable narrative of the human in her world. 
And yet— embedded within her focused and deliberate description of the brain as 
metaphor for our relationship to the past, is a story of a memory that stands in contradiction. 
Harriet sits at an acquaintance’s funeral and is physically overcome by the recollection of her 
father’s funeral. She describes clinging to her mother and sibling, unable to tell where one 
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body begins and the other ends, repeating, “I can’t do this. I can’t do this,’ while [her] body 
propelled [her] forward to the front pew” (Narrative, “Luggage”).  She feels once again 
“rawness and grief” sitting at a stranger’s funeral. This is not the brain’s orderly retrieval of a 
memory but a chaotic and mix of pain and other emotions that overwhelm the body in that 
moment. There is a contradiction within the closing sentence of her description of this 
memory: “Memories are a magnetic force it seems--we don’t always choose to remember the 
past, but regardless, we are forced to allow it into our consciousness” (Narrative, 
“Luggage”).  Are memories and the past forces beyond our control, overpowering and 
overwhelming the brain/mind? Or do we “allow” access to the past through our memories in 
an organized, narrative sense?  
These tensions reappeared in another of Harriet’s narratives as she described the 
feeling of connection to “the human experience” that resulted from “[touching] the exteriors 
of buildings damaged by blitzkrieg in World War II” and from “[studying] the patterns of 
history to make better sense of the present” through “the provocative humor in Aristophanes 
or [recognition of] a trope in Shakespeare” (Narrative, “Gladiators”). This connection to the 
past seems quite cerebral: the touch linked to historical analysis, humor and language linked 
to patterns and predictability. But once again, this narrative about the importance of 
geography and place in the study of history is interrupted by an account of “swallowing [her] 
nausea walking through Dachau trying to understand the evils committed by mankind” 
(Narrative, “Gladiators”). The ordered narrative of the past, represented here through the art 
and literature accessible to her mind, is juxtaposed to the uncontrollable physical symptoms 
that overtake her she visits a concentration camp and is hit with the limits of representation 
and understanding.   
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In her third narrative “On the Subway” Harriet describes her moment of coming-to-
consciousness about white privilege as she reads a poem in her high school English 
classroom. She prefaces the story by comparing the “banal lines we read in high school” that 
are immediately “purged” to “create space for more important concepts, like the twisted 
plotlines of Gossip Girl” to the “line, a phrase, or a concept [that] infiltrates your schemas, 
latches onto your cortex, and threatens to systematically alter your understanding of the 
world.” This new knowledge is a threat in the form of the poem’s line: “There is no way to 
know how easy this white skin makes my life.” Until reading this line, Harriet has “rarely 
considered the continual pernicious presence of race in American life” and describes her 
“oblivious and comfortable existence” as a  “ side effect of the disease that makes whites so 
unlikely to acknowledge the system they benefit from.” She is forever changed after reading 
the poem and expresses shame that “I spent much of my childhood and adolescence 
considering myself to be progressive and thoughtful” and a “star student who loved studying 
history, a Christian who proclaimed the gospel of justice, and a self-proclaimed liberal 
willing to champion the downtrodden.”  
In this narrative, there is a tension between history and the past that is within human 
control, what is beyond it, what we are and can be responsible for, and what is, as she 
describes it, “happenstance.” I puzzled over her simultaneous description of racism as a 
disease, suggesting it and its legacies are beyond human control, and the self-description of 
her obliviousness about it in spite of her careful study of history and assertion that she was a 
champion of the downtrodden. Perhaps she struggles with her own double consciousness of 
“knowing” about racism because of her engagement with academic history and “not 
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considering” racism in her own life in the town “with very clear racial disparities” and the 
sense, in the moment of her realization, that the past is beyond her control.   
I detected a trace of the tension between control and chaos in Beverly’s narratives as 
well. Though more directly about experiences with and of race, her narratives suggested a 
concern with physical and emotional reactions to the past and the movement of human 
experiences through time. One of Beverly’s narratives, “Woolworth Counter,” recounts her 
visit to Atlanta’s Center for Civil and human Rights and what it was like to listen to 
simulation of the attacks on Black protestors during the sit-ins. She describes how the sounds 
through the headphones “got louder now, and the insults got harsher. Threats of violence and 
promises of punishment filled my ears, without any filter. ‘GET UP!’ yelled one man, and 
my bar stool vibrated fiercely, making me jump in surprise and discomfort.” As the 
vibrations of the bar stool, intended to mimic the kicks experienced by the protestors, push 
her to the edge of her seat, she recounts how “an uncontrolled sob [comes] from my throat, 
and I quickly held my breath to keep any others from slipping out” (Narrative, “Woolworth 
Counter”). She recalls how she sat and waited for the ordeal to end:  
The audio only last for 120 seconds. For 120 seconds, I lived through an edited and 
softened simulation of the Woolworth Counter sit-in. 120 seconds, and I was brought 
to tears...rushing to the bathroom with my friend, because we didn’t want to be seen 
crying in the middle of a museum. (Narrative, ‘Woolworth Counter’).  
Beverly’s response to the simulation is to contain her seemingly out of control 
reactions. At first I did not think this was out of the ordinary— many people share the fact 
that they have been “moved” or “overcome” by their emotions in encounters with brutal, 
traumatic pasts such as at museums, memorials, concentration camps, former plantations’ 
slave quarters, etc. but strive to keep somber by preventing an emotional overflow. And yet, 
Beverly closes her narrative by pointing out that her strong reaction is to the “softened and 
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edited” version of history presented to the public— in fact, she frames her narrative by 
describing her reluctance to go there in the first place and that she “already knew what the 
Woolworth Counter meant.” What she knows about the place’s meaning, meaning that is not 
soft or edited, is beyond her reactions, beyond the narrative, and perhaps beyond language. 
This is knowledge she chooses not to write about or include in her description of her 
encounter with the past at the museum; perhaps it is knowledge that exists in and between 
families and not in the past represented for the public. What she has written about, instead, 
though it features the role of emotions in a connection to the past, leaves the “real” version to 
the imagination, and provides the reader with a different “edited” version of the past.  
In “Woolworth Counter” the chaos of the past can be ordered through curation, 
silence, or omission. In another narrative, “Segregated Schools,” Beverly grapples with the 
past that binds and separates families and communities in a recollection her grandmother 
shares of the first year when schools were forced to de-segregate. Beverly, surprised to find 
out that her grandmother had interacted with white people “outside of the professional 
world,” learns of her grandmother’s best friend and classmate with whom she bonds over 
hopscotch:  
We were in the second grade. It was the first year the schools in our town were 
integrated, and everybody - black and white - was throwing a fit about it. She was in 
my class, but I didn’t talk to her until recess. She was VERY good at hopscotch. 
Almost as good as me...and I was good. Well, she became my best friend. For the 
whole school year we were best friends, and it was fun! I didn’t know anything 
different, because my momma never taught me to be like that. Outside of thinking 
white people smelled and acted funny, I didn’t hate them. I didn’t have a reason to 
yet. Well anyway, my friend had an older sister, who went to high school. And one 
day, this older sister came to pick up my friend. And she saw us playing 
together...that wasn’t good. She yelled at her sister to cross the street, and I saw her 
jerk her arm and fuss at her.  
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My friend came back to school the next day, and she didn’t talk to me. I tried to play 
with her at recess, but she ran away from me. Finally, when I asked her why she was 
being so mean, she pushed me. Then she said, ‘my sister said not to play with 
niggers.’ 
Beverly cries in reaction to her grandmother’s story as well as while she writes the 
narrative, but points out that it is not because of her grandmother’s hurt feelings. Rather, she 
cries, “because it showed me how quickly something pure, and innocent, and good can be 
destroyed by one moment. By an older sibling’s warning. By a society’s ingrained prejudice” 
and because “the sweet, white, seven-year old girl was manipulated into something she was 
not innately. I had always heard it said that racism is taught, not inherited...but hearing about 
a moment it was learned was different” (Narrative, “Segregated Schools”).   
In the story, certain narratives (whether right or wrong) function to tell us who we are 
or are not, and who we can and cannot be. The sister tells the little girl who she can befriend, 
who she can and cannot be, and this story, then, must also be related to the grandmother, 
who, in turn, had been told different stories about white people. There is control over the past 
and over history in the crafting of stories passed through the generations, adjusting the details 
and overall narrative arcs and templates to meet the needs of the present, as James Wertsch 
(2004, 2008) and Maurice Halbwachs (1992) have argued. Despite having pointed to the 
“ingrained” prejudice of the time, suggesting the inevitability of racism and its painful effects 
on human relationships and that we “inherit” certain traits are beyond our control, I noticed 
that Beverly also highlights that the child must be manipulated by her older sister’s story. 
She must learn it. Perhaps she is leaving room for the idea that progress and change are 
inevitable, not tradition and order: the two children became friends when no one noticed, 
“naturally”, and it took the force of generations, of traditions, of the imposition of order, to 
change the course of their histories.  
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In “The Silk Road” Beverly describes a single moment in her class. After she 
explains why the Silk Road “closes down,” “Pretty much, the Chinese government couldn’t 
maintain it anymore. Thieves started robbing people a lot, and people were afraid to go there 
because they didn’t feel safe. So the Silk Road closed down, and everyone suffered for it,” 
her student, Jason58, discovers a present-day parallel. He compares the abandonment of the 
Silk Road to the closure of a local Wal-Mart: 
‘Probably because they weren’t making enough money off of it. I bet you if it was 
making them rich, they would’ve been QUICK to throw some security in there. Let 
the Walmart make the people who own it billionaires...I bet you they woulda had a 
whole police department in there. But it wasn’t worth it, even if poorer people were 
gonna suffer,’ Jason said in a high pitched voice, his face grimacing in disgust. He 
sucked his teeth. 
‘Poor people ain’t worth the investment.’  
Beverly leaves unclear who makes the last statement, but it seems to be the lesson of 
the narrative and of the class. It is indeed a sad lesson for a young person to learn about 
history, a realization that perhaps the reality he sees around him is not unique to his own time 
and place of existence. Of course, the parallel between past and present, the suggestion that 
those in power neglect the needs of the poor, is the student’s interpretation of a historical 
universal or rule to help him understand history. Perhaps he (or Beverly?) tries to come up 
with a truth in history that stands the test of time, or perhaps it is a narrative impulse to fit 
what he sees around him into a greater story that explains the apathy and neglect of the rich.    
What is the role of the individual as historical agent within his own life and as part of 
society? This question was taken up in Alex’s narratives as he revisited the setting of his 
childhood, explored his ancestry alongside his children, and described a particular letter-
writing project he assigned his sixth grade students. In “Tribe” Alex watches his children at 
                                                 
58 Pseudonym.  
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the Tower of London as they listen to an audio-tour, and it strikes him that they are about to 
have “their lineage pour into their ears.  To them they were simply … in a foreign country on 
a family trip.  Yet unbeknownst to them, their connection to this British island was deep in 
the code of their chromosomes.” Here, their history is both learned and inherited, within their 
grasp and beyond it.  Later in the written narrative (though I am unsure of the actual 
chronology in his life) Alex describes longing for his own story:   
A family immigration story would finally start to unravel after years of longing for a 
unique connection to this euro centrically labeled ‘new world’ where I was now 
raising a family.  Despite the oppressive horrors and atrocities, I always sort of envied 
First Nation peoples or African-Americans or first generation Chinese or even those 
with Italian and Puerto Rican families who had emerged from ghettos in late 19th 
century New York. They had a tribe, or a cultural root to bind them. I always felt lost 
in a whitewashed sameness amidst a sea of colorful differences.  
While there is much that is potentially problematic in his choice of words here, for 
now I want to focus on the contradiction between learned and inherited pasts: what Alex 
longs for in that moment of his narrative is, as he describes, a “cultural root.” This phrase 
brings together two contradictory ideas: he longs for culture, a creation of human 
consciousness, but ties it to a root, a product of nature that grows without (or in spite of) 
human intervention. I wondered at the role of this opposition in his desire to belong to a 
group through a story, and specifically through a story of having overcome diversity.     
It is his mother (always blame the mother!) who uncovers the family’s roots during 
her ancestry research: she finds a story of English and French ancestors who arrived in the 
Chesapeake Bay in the mid 17th century. Alex has “begun to feel a connection, a sense of 
place” but must now consider that his story’s caveats: 
A new struggle that involves coming to terms with the fact that my ‘tribe’ were the 
oppressors. They were the privileged, even during times when some of our 
generations may have been considered ‘poor.’  The now celebrated Hooks century 
farm surely did not find success without being rooted in a past that involved the 
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enslavement of another group of immigrants - those whose immigration was not by 
choice. 
In this part of the narrative, Alex confronts his problematic desire for cultural roots 
that grow out of suffering and societal exclusion; he recognizes his inherited complicity in 
the success and progress of his own family. Being joined to others through tradition, 
ethnicity, race, or diasporas and a shared past does not ensure that the “story of immigration” 
will be a pretty one. He describes his as rooted in a particular past. The repetition of this 
word, rooted— which signals embedment, attachment to a fundamental whole, the essential 
nature or substance of something—reveals a worry that despite the constructed nature of 
immigration or other stories passed down through generations, perhaps something immutable 
remains?  
In his second narrative, “The Bow of a Sailboat,” Alex returns as an adult to the 
Virgin Islands, where he spent much of his childhood. He is on a sailboat with his father and 
brother, revisiting the beaches and villages where he used to “curl up in a rock crevice in the 
rocky ‘Baths’ of Virgin Gorda to watch humans pass below me, or … dance among Tortola 
locals on stilts swaying to reggae syncopations in the cool night sand of a full moon party.” It 
is a trip wherein he comes to terms with the decision to leave a career path in the sciences for 
the social studies classroom. He considers his parents, “the passion and vivaciousness of my 
maternal side stirred into the introspection and subtle irreverence of my paternal influence.  
This is my chemistry and it is a cocktail that pulses through me” as he describes how he, until 
then, had followed “the more empirical path [he] was prescripted [sic] to follow.” But it is his 
return to this special place that reminds him that his “lens for life had always been shaped by 
… childhood … a ripple of [his] nurturing.” More than a narrative of separation from his 
parents in terms of his academic and career choices, this trip and story of watching the waves 
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from the sailboat embodies the problem of historical agency: To what extent are we 
determined by the past (the chemical cocktail) and to what extent do we have agency (the 
island culture)? 
This thread of inquiry continues into Alex’s third narrative, “Letters.” Here he relates 
his efforts to send handwritten letters to friends, to which he receives no or very late 
responses. Nevertheless, the satisfaction he gets from the process of written (versus typed) 
communication inspires a project for his social studies students he considers an act of 
defiance: he begins the description of the project by stating, “Every year I defy the state 
mandated standards for social studies and spend a majority of the first quarter of school 
having my students engage in a project called simply-The Letters Project.” Students must 
choose a person in their extended family and write to at least five people who knew the 
person they chose asking for letters in return that share stories about this person.  
His reaction to a particular project in which the Serbian student receives letters about 
her great-great uncle, part of the Young Bosnia group and involved in the plot to assassinate 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, is one of great surprise. He is shocked in turn, at his own surprise 
in discovering how the family letters portrayed the man as a “hero of the oppressed for 
helping remove a dictator from power.” While he knew that histories have multiple accounts 
and perspectives, this knowledge had grown through engagement in the process of historical 
analysis and study (or at least from reading about what it was), not from direct involvement 
in their creation.  
I considered his attachment to The Letters Project symbolic of the importance he 
placed on text itself; it is not just that these letters represented “primary sources” that helped 
students consider multiple perspectives, but they were grounded in language and acts of 
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human creation and communication. His dramatic framing of the project as an act of defiance 
represents (taken with the other narratives) a reminder of the importance of individuals and 
individual stories vis-à-vis the anonymous, speaker-less standards and institutions that are 
seemingly inevitable and unchangeable. By the last narrative, it seems that he is looking for 
signs of human presence and consciousness that contradict what is official, or what deviates 
from the norm and the normative and the possibility for the individual to see herself in a 
story or multiple stories, or to even write her own.  
4.4.1 Narrative and Making Sense of Time   
These three teachers’ narratives reveal a deep concern with the human experience of 
time: what is the individual’s role in the construction of historical narratives that help to 
make sense of time and our place in it?  These autobiographical stories of self-discovery and 
loss, of experiences that are enriched by language but can also exceed its limitations, point us 
to questions about the contingency of our relationships to the past and to time. I am reminded 
of Rüsen’s (2005b) description, to which I referred in Chapter 2, of history as “an 
interpretation of the threatening experience of time [that] overcomes uncertainty by seeing a 
meaningful pattern in the course of time, a pattern responding to human hopes and 
intentions” (pg. 10). These teachers acknowledged the order and sometime comfort provided 
by the coherence and continuity of stories passed on through generations. Their narratives 
also revealed, however, the fear and frustration that result from feeling imprisoned within 
their limitations and the struggle between powerlessness and hope for agency in any attempts 
to reframe their experiences and understandings of time. The following section takes up the 
questions raised by the three other teachers, questions about the meaning we make of the past 
as we assign significance to the people and events in it.  
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4.5 Meaning and Significance in Making Sense of the Past  
One of the major tasks that I have mentioned in previous chapters involved in the 
practice of historical thinking in schools and in the work of historians is the that of assigning 
significance to the various elements of the past: people, places, events, ideas, etc.59 From the 
source material that remains, historians and historical thinkers piece together a narrative that 
provides an explanation of, if inclined toward causality and single-narratives, the past “as it 
really was” (as German historian Leopold von Ranke is oft-quoted as having said), or, if they 
possess a post-modern streak, how the past, given the evidence (which may itself be in 
doubt), may have been for certain people. They highlight what is significant— in the sense of 
what is important, consequential, and impactful— because of its influence within the world 
of the past and possibly because this significance endures. But my readings of these teachers’ 
narratives also point to the importance of meaning and the processes of meaning-making in 
deciding what is significant about the past: beyond the cultural frameworks, symbols, and 
representations of the past with which groups identify or from which they distance 
themselves, what holds meaning within an individual’s lived experience?  
I saw in George’s stories a struggle for identification and meaning; he confronts and 
is conflicted by various representations of “how to be.” His first narrative (Narrative 1) 
describes an encounter with a moving text, one that, ironically, he does not remember. While 
scrolling through Facebook, he clicks on a link to an article that seemed related to an LGBT-
                                                 
59 See (Monte-Sano, 2011, 2017; Reisman, 2012a; P. Seixas, 2004, 2005; Wineburg, 2001b), among others, for 
the role of significance and interpretation in the study of history.  
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related issue60 and is transported to a childhood that mirrored his own. The now forgotten 
author describes his upbringing as:  
Mostly white, middle- and upper-middle-class families. Almost entire [sic] Protestant, 
save for the vocal Catholic minority. Though they were far from being in the 
‘boondocks,’ his town and mine were traditional, southern and largely conservative. 
And in those kinds of towns you just aren’t gay.  
What is familiar and meaningful in the article to George, unfortunately, is the 
experience of rejection and alienation. No matter that he may share many identity markers 
with this community, in that place, which in remaining nameless could be anywhere, his 
existence and identity just aren’t “done” there. Perhaps being gay destroys the possibility of 
any connection at all: George describes the author’s and his own retreat into books and 
school as he sought to “[create] a pristine self-image, particularly with academics.” He 
remembers what it was like to read the narrative, “having just returned from the library after 
spending, yet again, [his] entire afternoon, evening and night working on some paper for 
some class that would inevitably render itself useless,” moved to tears, and brought back to 
his own days of self-imposed isolation:  
I remember this moment specifically – sitting outside, reading this article really late 
night – as a point when I reflected on my own life … and really felt like I had a new 
understanding for myself. Never one to date, I buried myself in my studies and extra-
curricular activities, attempting to perfect my life in any way possible, because the 
personal life was (at least covertly, closeted) in shambles.  
This first narrative showed us how socially constructed categories that outline the 
parameters of community exclude the individual; George retreats, in a sense, to a community 
without people. George’s subsequent narratives address the individual’s desire for 
community. In Narrative 2 he recalls a trip to Krakow, Poland during which he feels he has 
                                                 
60 My phrasing is a paraphrase of George’s writing: “I honestly can’t remember, and I don’t even remember the 
title of the article. I absent-mindedly clicked on the link, as I do for most gay- and LGBT-related articles, and 
started to read.”  
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“finally found [his] heritage” because “the people there kind of looked like me. Similar facial 
structure, similar eye shape – it was pretty undeniable that I definitely have some Polish 
heritage.” Immediately after the fact of phenotypical similarities, which he has described as 
the most impactful part of the trip, George shares what he describes as the “main takeaway 
and the major connection to the past,” a trip to Auschwitz. It is here, that he feels “not only 
connected … with the place historically, but the people that experienced it, and those that had 
visited since. It really was a massive, emotional, unifying moment.” It is fascinating to me 
that in George’s description of his trip as meaningful because of the connections to people, 
there are no people: on the Krakow streets these are passers-by with whom he has no 
interactions, and in Dachau the people have been eradicated and the visitors transient.     
George’s final narrative takes us further back in time to a family visit with the 
Massachusetts branch of his family. As an eight-year-old he anticipates meeting the “really 
cool, definitely NOT-southern family” and he wonders in an aside, “why I had a vendetta 
against the south as an 8-year-old, I’ll never remember” (Narrative 1 is indeed a clue). As 
soon as the car pulls up:    
Where the hell are we? … We got out of the car and were immediately surrounded by 
a horde of pudgy, red-faced, squinty-eyed people. They were holding plates with hot 
dogs and hamburgers and macaroni salad and they were shouting ‘OH MY GOD, 
BAHHHHRY! Would yah look at the boys??’ And it was all too much for me. I hated 
it immediately, and I hated them immediately. There was no godly way that I could 
be related to these people, right? Wrong. 
The number of people he meets is overwhelming: the aunts and uncles and cousins, 
and the cousins’ kids and all of their kids. The people who are immediate family, who seem 
accepting in their excitement to see the George and his siblings, who want to establish a 
connection prove to be “too much.” He learns from his father, on the way back to the South, 
that:  
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He had grown up in that, and being back and reminded him exactly why he worked so 
hard to get out of there. He wanted more for any potential family of his, which was 
why he left. And it was so obvious that his connection with them was so different 
than his connection with us. And it was so obvious, too, that the Massachusetts 
Smiths were always going to be closer with each other than with the Carolina Smiths. 
For George, the trip is not only about meeting (and hating) his northern family, but 
learning about his father’s choices and learning how he fits into the makeup of his family. 
We never learn, however, why these people are so appalling, and the reasons for the father’s 
permanent departure are anything but obvious.  
I saw in George’s narratives the search for meaning as manifested in a desire for 
recognition and/or identification. These are all accounts about a lack of connection, learning 
from the stories and lives of others who and how he is, and is not. He oscillates between the 
familiar and the strange in the past, finding community in the faces and words of strangers 
but feeling alienation from those whose past and whose history he is supposed to share. How 
strong are tradition and heritage, the imagined collective past, in the face of change and 
rejection?   
The things we call tradition and heritage, like curriculum, name the elements a group 
or society values and chooses to pass down through the generations. Unlike the school 
curriculum, which points to a course of study and the knowledge constitutive of that course, 
heritage and tradition are typically associated with the home, the community, and the 
maintenance of identity. The dichotomy I have constructed presents the two as mutually 
exclusive, and perhaps mutually destructive, similar to the relationship I presented between 
history and memory (Laville, 2004; Nora, 1989) in Chapter 2. How does the individual 
address the collision between the two? Does meaning reside with one or the other: how does 
the individual reconcile “how things may have been” with how they “should have been” or 
“how I would have wanted them to be” and is it possible to honor and find meaning in the 
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past as heritage as well as history? And finally, how do these questions inhabit pedagogical 
spaces and encounters? 
Leonard’s narratives were fraught with these tensions.  He begins the first of his 
narratives (Narrative 1) with a passionate reflection on the significance of 
Vergangenheitsbewältigung, which he describes as the concept for:  
[A] grieving process of memory by the Germans. It’s working to understand the 
atrocities that were committed during World War II under a fascist regime, accepting 
the role of oppressor in a true Paulo Freire fashion, and actively engaging in a 
discourse so these atrocities are never committed again. There isn’t a cover up or 
facade by the German people that the marginalization of minorities escalating to the 
point of a holocaust did not happen or are drastically exaggerated. Instead, it is the 
responsibility of someone with German roots to understand that lack of recognition 
doesn’t only create a revisionist history but also dejects any possibility of growth and 
understanding.  
My immediate interpretation of this was that it was not really about Germany at all, 
but a substitute for the United States and its population’s curious relationship to slavery. 
Directly after this definition of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, Leonard notes that,  
It seems to perfectly define the movement needed by parts of the South. [It] is a 
valuable lesson that is critical to the further development of the South as a region and 
until the South not only learns to deal with its past but to embrace it without 
reluctance as part of its identity then the region will continue to be viewed as archaic 
by the rest of the country. 
He recognizes his “privilege as a white, cisgender, heterosexual male in America and 
that [he] can’t fully comprehend the marginalization of most minority groups because it 
hasn’t been part of [his] journey” and points out that “this is not the typical opinion of most 
people with similar traits in the South, specifically within rural areas.” He also describes his 
great love for the South, “The music, the beautiful natural landscape, the colloquial 
anecdotes, the food, the small town feel, etc. Being in the South feels like home” and states 
that, “I shouldn’t have to feel that these two parts of identity contradict each other because 
for me they do not. However, I fear that most people would see these two supposedly 
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juxtaposing identities as somewhat paradoxical.” Leonard calls this the “paradox of being a 
progressive southerner.”  
After outlining several reasons for the South’s “state of arrested development,” 
including the fixation on an imaginary past, in particular by poor whites, and the refusal to do 
the work of “[understanding the shame and the repercussions that the institution of slavery 
still evokes in our country” that has “made [him] a better southerner [sic],” he describes how 
his identity and understanding of the South’s past clashes with those of students, though he 
feels it should not: 
It almost seems like prejudice is somewhat inherent which is completely ridiculous. I 
can’t begin to recount the number of arguments I’ve heard proposed by students 
reciting arguments they’ve learned at home about how a confederate flag does not 
convey racism. There is no originality in their argument. I have heard it a million 
times but there is almost a religious fervor to the belief and anything I say to discount 
the idea is written off with a simple “You don’t understand.” There are so many 
different facets to this conversation too that need recognition to fully understand the 
irony of this statement. 1) I have a degree in American History from UNC where 
there is the one of the largest collections of southern primary sources in the United 
States. 2) I took multiple courses on the Civil War. 3) I grew up in a rural part of 
North Carolina. …. I grew up in a family of seven. I lived in the same three bedroom, 
two bathroom home until I went to college and I am a first generation college student. 
I didn’t have my own room until I was a junior in college. My dad grew up in 
extreme poverty but was able to overcome this and make a reasonable salary or at 
least enough to provide for my brothers and sister. Since he was able to break the 
mold, he tends to be a bit more conservative and old fashioned. Both of my parents 
are deeply pious people. Neither of my parents have significant ties to our Scotch-
Irish heritage however there is almost a sacrosanct pride in being Southern in my 
family. So long story short, if anyone would understand it would be me but they’re 
absolutely right, I don’t understand.  
He ends the narrative with some proposals for how to change the world’s perception 
of the South and Southerners’ perceptions of themselves, but also with a warning:  “I’m 
currently reading Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Spoiler Alert: the characters that 
represent the South die, or commit suicide, or never receive a voice.”  
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There are layers of contradiction, frustration, and, frankly, rage in this narrative. This 
plea for the past and future of the South seems to be written for me, but Leonard addresses 
someone else. His students? Himself? He states that he embodies the paradox of being a 
Southern progressive, that one can embrace cultural traditions and critical self and historical 
knowledge, but provides consistent examples that contradict this possibility. While he is “the 
same” as his students, the ultimate pedagogue— relatable, empathetic to their life 
situations— they reject him as well as his pedagogical offerings. His list of educational 
qualifications and historical knowledge do not hold weight over the past, real or imagined, 
shared by his students’ families. Is he casting doubt on the possibility of change through 
education? Do his students confirm the stereotype of and narrative about the South that he so 
desperately wants to change? Leonard admonishes his students, perhaps even the reader: look 
what will happen to you if you don’t listen to me, you’ll go the way of disgraced Compson 
clan. Perhaps the warning is an afterthought: this fate has already come to pass.    
In Narrative 2, he recounts three trips to Washington D.C., Leonard turns the 
pedagogical gaze upon himself, perhaps tracing the origins of his identity as a progressive 
Southerner. With his mother, father, and siblings, the nine-year-old Leonard visits the Air & 
Space Museum, the American History Museum, and recalls seeing Abraham Lincoln’s hat 
and Theodore Roosevelt’s glasses case, which had been penetrated by an assassination 
attempt. In this list of attractions he is careful to point out that the family “drove past the 
Jefferson Memorial” but states, “I don’t think my parents were comfortable enough with the 
area to take us to the National Mall. My parents are somewhat intimidated by large crowds 
especially when carting around four of their five kids. We skipped the national archives.” He 
remembers, “It was my first big city and only big city until traveling again at seventeen.”  
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On the second visit, while still “still figuring out what it meant to be me” and 
“excelling in my history classes at Carolina and really nurturing my love for history,” he 
convinces his girlfriend to accompany him and he falls “in love all over again this time 
around” (with D.C., there is no mention of love in relation to the girlfriend). They see all the 
places his parents had avoided, in addition to the National Monument, Howard University, 
Georgetown University, Arlington Cemetery, the tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the Native 
American Museum, and the National Archives and, to him, this is “historical heaven.”  
On the third visit, as a recent college graduate, he travels with a friend; the theme of 
this visit, according to Leonard, can be summarized in a joke he shares to start the narrative:  
“Is there anything more pretentious than a recent college graduate? That’s not rhetorical. 
There is: two recent college graduates.” He recounts the places they visited and remarks that 
the two friends engaged in a running commentary on the identification cards at the museums, 
“offended by the neutrality of the presentation and wished they would present something in a 
more truthful light about the atrocities committed.”  At one point an older woman near to 
them asks them to move out of the way: startled, they assume it is because of their critical 
conversation. They are surprised to learn that she actually wishes them to continue. Leonard 
remarks that on this trip he remembers, “losing some of the magic in the essence of the city. 
The museums seemed generic and manufactured. [They] kept saying, ‘these artifacts are cool 
but they lost an opportunity to tell the full truth.’”  
I was fascinated by the trajectory of the narrative of these three trips: each trip 
seemed to be moving Leonard in a direction away from tradition and home. On the first trip 
with his parents, he shares a list of attractions he sees, but does seem to have had interactions 
or experiences. He points to his parents’ aversion to crowds and their avoidance of the 
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National Archives, a place that literally houses the United States’ historical record.   They 
have gone to see heritage and not history. On the second trip, he describes the application of 
knowledge he has attained at college to what he observes in the museums and various places 
of cultural interest. And finally, on the third trip he actively questions and even rejects the 
narratives presented in the museums. Are estrangement and distance from the familiar, from 
tradition and heritage, part of historical understanding? Is rupture necessary?   
Finally, in Narrative 3, Leonard opens with another joke about how much he loves to 
travel and learn about the place he is exploring:  
I’m also a bad history nerd. I like reading everything and internalizing everything. 
My wife made a joke at our wedding that she was afraid of going to the Winston 
Churchill bunker museum during our honeymoon because she was afraid that I would 
spend the two week period solely down there.  
 
This time, he travels with students to Europe and, yet again, they disappoint. Leonard 
rides on the bus, overwhelmed by the historical significance of the places in Paris they pass: 
the Louvre, the Arc de Triomphe, etc. As they pass the Musée D’Orsay, a student gets his 
attention and Leonard thinks the student wants to share in his awe. Instead, the student points 
to a billboard with Leonard’s last name on it. This happens many times on the trip:    
My students loved Windsor castle but because it was a castle where the queen lived 
not because of the history associated. They didn’t enjoy the tower of London as much 
as I did and I had to encourage them to get off of their phones at one point and go 
explore instead. They loved the London eye but I opted out of the London Eye. They 
enjoyed the national gallery and enjoyed my fun fact about the French cannon 
composition of the lions in Trafalgar Square but were mesmerized by the street 
performers outside of these locations.  
 
While he reasons that, “Everyone can connect to history and everyone can appreciate 
it in his or her own way,” I detect disappointment with the type of appreciation his students 
show toward what Leonard feels is truly historically significant. Perhaps there is a parallel 
between his students and his own outlook during his first trip to Washington D.C., fascinated 
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by the place, giving all artifacts and experience equal value and significance, indiscriminately 
appreciative of whatever his parents show him. Observing his students in Paris and London, 
he is confronted with himself, the self that did not know. Perhaps its placement as the last of 
the three narratives indicates Leonard’s more hopeful inclination: he is reminded of himself 
and that “his understanding has become more complex” (Narrative 2) by the end of college, 
so perhaps there is hope for his students (and the South)?  
Questions of personal significance in individuals’ connections to the past continue in 
Laura’s narratives, but hers are rooted in concerns about memory and its attachments over 
time. In her first and deeply poignant narrative, “Ava and Blair”, she describes a reunion with 
her two best friends (twins) in which they remember the twins’ mother. Ava and Blair were 
in a horrific car accident that left Ava severely injured and killed the girls’ mother, Jeanette, 
who was also Laura’s mother’s best friend. Laura traveled with her mother to Minnesota a 
month after the accident and sat with the twins’ in their basement, talking about Jeanette and 
recollects how the tears led to laughter and then “loss and complete rage.” They could not 
imagine a future, the milestones of graduations, marriage, and children without their mother 
and friend.  
In her second narrative, “Mum-Mum”, Laura tell of a trip with her grandmother, who 
has Alzheimer’s and lives in a memory-care facility, and mother to the grandmother’s 
favorite restaurant. She describes how her grandmother, Mum-Mum, has lost much of her 
memory:  
Her memories of the simple tasks she learned when she was child that 
eventually became second nature, almost as mindless as breathing, are fading.  
Now, a nurse squeezes toothpaste on her toothbrush, she looks at a fork with 
complete confusion and she needs to be reminded how to use a hanger to put 
her sweater back in the closet.  
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On this trip to the restaurant, seemingly like all the others that preceded it, Laura lists 
the things Mum-Mum must be reminded of: the town they are in, whether they like living 
there, where her belonging are in the room, and on and on. She no longer remembers Laura 
and can barely remember her daughter. It seems as if the lunch date will continue on this 
painful path, until her grandmother asks her what she does for a living. Things “shift” at this 
point:  
Her face lit up and she proudly said, ‘I was a teacher! You love it, don’t you?!’ We 
proceeded to have a full conversation about teaching including what we love about it, 
the summers off, the feeling when a student ‘gets it’, trouble makers, waking up in the 
middle of the night with a brilliant lesson plan and never being able to leave work at 
work.   
A connection that has seemingly disappeared is, momentarily, reestablished. 
In the third narrative, “Kari”, Laura returns to Minnesota, but this time to visit her 
childhood nanny, with whom she was more very close as a little girl:  
She instilled in us important values, she reprimanded us when we misbehaved, she 
taught us important skills and she genuinely loved us.  We loved her, too.  Her 
relationship with our family was invaluable.  I, in particular, had a very strong bond 
with Kari.  I never wanted to leave her side and I wanted to be just like her.  I dressed 
like her, wore my hair like her and tried in every way possible to act like her.  I even 
cried for her when she wasn’t around.  I remember getting my toe run over by a cart 
at the grocery store and screaming ‘I want Kari!’, rejecting my mom’s attempts to 
console me.  My grandma once pointed out that I demanded 90% of Kari’s attention 
and my siblings had to share the other 10%.  Throughout those summers that Kari 
nannied for us, she was everything to me: my playmate, my role model, my friend, 
my sister, my teacher and my mom. 
During her third year of college, Laura visits Kari’s house for the first time as an 
adult. Both women are very excited to see one another and Laura’s anticipation is enormous 
and she states, “I was prepared to talk to Kari about everything.  We had been so close all my 
life and were now both adults, so I felt like we’d be able to share anything with each other” 
Instead, the evening disappoints Laura because:  
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Kari went on and on about her kids, renovations on her house and her job working at 
a church.  I nodded my head while zoning out.  When I started to update her on my 
own life, it felt forced and awkward.  Kari’s responses to my stories were not what I 
wanted to hear and it didn’t seem like what I was sharing interested her.  There was a 
clear disconnect.  I couldn’t quite understand why.  Had she changed? Had I 
changed?  I was confused and hurt.  Kari was supposed to be everything to me and we 
couldn’t have been farther apart.   
When Kari pulls out an old photo album, the nostalgia it evokes restores their 
closeness momentarily and Laura’s “unsettling feeling” fades. As soon as the conversation 
returns to the present, she remembers that, “The conversations became uncomfortable and 
insignificant again.  When I left Kari’s house that night, I was disappointed and saddened by 
our new relationship.  I felt like our relationship had wronged me in some way.” 
In these three narratives, the connections to the past, what is significant, what is 
passed on, does not happen in places of great historical import or in the school classroom. 
Rather, connections to the past are located in the intimacy of the home and the mutually 
constitutive and sustaining relationship between memory and those who share it.  Perhaps 
Laura considers that individuals, and the relationships between them, drive time and history, 
not grand patterns, structures, or forces. We make connections and meaning through the 
particular— people and moments with them— rather than with the abstract, general “past.” 
And yet these forces, the outside world, shape and change (or destroy) these connections: 
shifts in economic trends that spur the movement of families, social pressures that may lead 
teenagers to drive recklessly, and the movement in human time toward death and decay, 
among others.   
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4.5.1 Moments Beyond Narrative Cohesion 
In his chapter “Telling Stories, Making History: Narrative Psychology of the 
Historical Construction of Meaning” Jürgen Straub (2005b) explores the features of what he 
terms the historical construction of meaning, wherein meaning grows from what is 
significant to a group of people, within “stories that concern, affect, or move many people… 
history represents a collective destiny; it represents the experiences, expectation, and 
orientations of more than one person” (p. 46). More specifically, he explains that:    
Only narratives develop experiential or ‘practical knowledge’ in its temporal 
structure— in other words, as ‘knowledge in stories.’ When we have gained and are 
able to transmit such knowledge, then we know and can say something generally 
significant about how to act and how to live, about how individuals have come to 
experience sorrow or joy, new possibilities for action or more restrictions on their 
self-determination. Such knowledge is always bound to the particular and yet 
generalizable conditions under which it was gained and to which it applies, and 
naturally also to the normative standards but which we characterize a certain 
experience as unfortunate or fortunate. Narrative intelligence lets us think in time; 
indeed, it is the necessary condition for thinking time as experienced and expected. 
For the historical-narrative construction of meaning, time is therefore always the time 
of collective or shared experiences, expectations, and developments (p. 79).      
The teachers’ narratives are moments in which they have tried to make sense of their 
experiences, to tie their stories to others’ in moments of loss, in the search for identity and 
identification, and trying to understand the changes in their own relationships to others. And 
yet, I see in these stories expressions of dissent, repudiation, and doubt: the tension between 
the desire for acceptance and the refusal to belong or repeat in the case of George; a rejection 
of the collective of which the individual has been a part and the stories it tells in the case of 
Leonard; and fears about the fragility of ostensibly timeless and indestructible bonds in the 
case of Laura. These are moments and experience, perhaps, that have not yet been 
assimilated into a unifying life narrative. 
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4.6 The Teacher As Absent Presence  
I opened Chapter 2 with a passage from Robinson’s (1997) Housekeeping that 
described the sisters’ differing versions of who their mother was, or might have been. These 
versions differ because Ruthie and Lucille are different people, of course. But their stories do 
not cohere into a shared narrative about their mother in part because there is no teacher to 
guide them, to translate and interpret their experiences with them, to assuage their fears or 
doubts. Aunt Sylvie abstains from this role; they, and their narratives, are unmoored, 
incomplete, and lonely.  
The six teachers’ narratives I have described and interpreted, I think, represented 
different versions of the absent presence of a teacher. I saw in Laura’s narratives, for 
instance, fear and guilt over the loss of the teacher: the mother tragically killed in an 
accident; the grandmother, whose memory of her life within her own family is gone but her 
work as a teacher remains; the nanny-mother who is moves on with her life and abandons 
Laura to/for her own life. Leonard is the teacher who doubts the possibility of his own 
project to retell the story of the South. Beverly’s teacher, her grandmother, tells her a 
particularly pessimistic story about the race in the United States without the comfort of a 
hopeful ending.  
In the prompt I composed for the writing of these narratives, I emphasized to 
teachers, “These narratives need not be related to or about teaching, schools, or education. 
The idea is to describe your associations and connections, whatever they may be”  (Appendix 
2). They are, however, teachers, and that is why I gathered together with these particular 
people. It is not surprising, then, questions and concerns about sharing the past with others in 
a pedagogical relationship would not be far below the surface. How do their own senses of 
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the past—the issues of life and death and temporality, feelings of dread, suspicion, or fear—
live in the worlds they create with their own students?  
These were not narratives that seemed to have achieved clarity or brought their 
writers (or reader) to definitive conclusions about what it means to understand the past, or 
even about what meanings they assigned to their experiences. In this introduction to History 
and Memory, historian Geoffrey Cubitt (2007) says of the past, “Events and experiences 
linger in consciousness unevenly and sometimes almost imperceptibly, periodically 
resurfacing, sometimes exerting an influence long after the conditions that ostensibly 
produced them have been seemingly surpassed” (p. 22). The contradictions, frustrations, and 
conflicts that lingered in these narratives raise many questions, some of which I outlined in 
my analysis of their writing. Of course these cannot be raised or answered in isolation. 
Though I wrote comments to individual teachers, in the next chapter I describe the 
interpretations of these narratives that grew out of our seminar meetings through, to use 
Jerome Bruner’s words, “the dynamics of encounter” (2005, p. 23). 
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CHAPTER 5: ENGAGING OUR HISTORIES 
In this chapter I will summarize and interpret the seminar sessions; I address both 
what is particular to each meeting as well as the themes and questions that persist or fade 
away between sessions. My analysis of these rich and fascinating discussions can be 
structured in multiple ways: I could focus on individuals’ preoccupations throughout the 
project to develop a portrait of sorts, chosen several themes to trace over the course of the 
meetings, or analyzed the particular language used to describe participants’’ connections to 
the past and how these relate to conceptual work I have used to interpret their discussions and 
their own classrooms. I have included some of each of these elements because I want the 
content and form of the analysis to represent how the discursive space, the seminar itself, 
invites teachers’ articulations of their relationship to the past. I follow the chronology of the 
conversation in my analysis for the first seminar, and I have let the topics and themes of the 
discussion structure the analysis for the second seminar. As a result of scheduling issues, the 
third seminar was split into two sections. The analysis follows longer excerpts of dialogue so 
as to give the reader a sense of the rhythm and movement of the conversation as teachers’ 
analyses of the narratives and the readings were shaped by the conversation itself, as well we 
to provide a glimpse of how they built discursive bridges between academic discourses and 
their own personal and pedagogical experiences. For the fourth (and final) meeting, I 
examine their discussion chronologically.    
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Each meeting61 followed a similar structure in that it opened with a shared meal and 
informal conversation and then moved into the discussions of the autobiographical narratives 
and assigned readings. I chose the first seminar’s readings, “Historical Consciousness: The 
Progress of Knowledge in A Postprogressive Age” by Peter Seixas (2005) and “Historical 
Narration: Foundation, Types, Reason” by (2005a) Jörn Rüsen, after having read the 
teachers’ narratives but before they discussed them as a group. These initial readings as well 
as those that followed62 served as an introduction to some of the concepts and terms common 
to considerations of academic/disciplinary history and the writing of history, such as 
historical consciousness, progress versus decline, continuity and change, narrative 
competence etc., and as a way for teachers to engage with the discipline and broaden our 
possibilities for interpretations of experience. I provide a justification for subsequent texts in 
the introduction to each seminar section of the chapter.  
Each reading was emailed to the teachers a few weeks before the meeting and was 
chosen based upon the ideas, questions, and concerns brought up in the previous session. I 
followed a rough outline of topics and questions for each seminar, but did not force the 
trajectory of the conversation to conform to this plan. Just as I chose readings that reflected 
or challenged the themes and questions brought to light in the meetings, I composed 
questions and prompts for the discussion that might guide us to interpretive acts where can 
see the associations between our own, private existential concerns and worries and what it 
means to study the past.  
                                                 
61 See Table 2 in Chapter 2 for teacher attendance at each meeting.  
 
62 See Appendix 5 for a summary of the readings.  
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5.1 Seminar 1 
5.1.1 Overview 
For this first meeting I wanted the teachers to share their narratives with one another 
and then discuss the thoughts provoked by these accounts. Because of the great variation in 
page lengths of the narratives (1 page-4 single spaced pages), as well as in recognition of the 
fact that they might not wish to share all the narratives, I thought it most prudent and 
productive for each teacher to choose one narrative to read aloud. I split the participants into 
two groups: Group 1 (Harriet, Beverly, Alex) met at a table on my front porch and Group 2 
(Laura and Leonard) met at the kitchen table. The first half of the seminar was spent on 
deciding which narrative to read and then reading and discussing the narratives. For the 
second half the whole group met in the living room. The teachers summarized their 
narratives and group discussions, and then the whole group discussed these narratives (see 
Appendix 3 for summaries of narratives) in relation to the two assigned readings. 
5.1.2 Introduction 
Though they had attended an informal get together at my house and had gotten to 
know one another, this seminar meeting was the first time they would share their writing and 
thoughts. So that they would feel less nervous about being recorded and beginning their 
conversations with one another, I moved back and forth between the groups and did not 
intervene in the flow of the discussion other than to transition them back to the whole group 
setting. I did not want their continuously expressed fears about whether they had completed 
the “assignment” correctly, which were vocalized when I was standing or sitting with them, 
to become the focus of the discussion.  I had instructed them to choose a narrative, read it, 
and discuss what they noticed about each narrative and how they would describe their 
connections to the past. Explicit discussion of the readings would be done in the larger group, 
 128 
but much of the language of the readings (e.g. Seixas’ issues and paradoxes, the types of 
historical consciousness) permeated their discussions of the narratives.    
In the opening moments of Seminar 1, the teachers in both groups spent time 
discussing their reactions to the “assignment” of the three autobiographical narratives as well 
as which narrative to read and who should “go” first. While I had anticipated that their initial 
exchanges might be awkward, I took for granted how nervous they might be and how the 
patterns of their conversations mimicked the exchanges of the young people they taught. 
Harriet, for example, opened by remarking on whether she had completed the assignment 
correctly:  
Harriet: I was kind of nervous to write them and I was like, well I guess I can do 
whatever I want, and I had 3 specific ideas, and I was asking my friends if you had to 
write this prompt what would you write and they … went in totally different 
directions than I would and then I felt [whispers] maybe I’m doing this wrong, but 
then I went with it any ways because then I thought there’s no way to write something 
else [Beverly: Uh huh], this is the story I’m gonna tell but it just made me feel… 
Alex: Isn’t it funny how we question whether we’re doing something right like that 
we’re so indoctrinated into right and wrong?  
Harriet: Even thought Stephanie said it a million times there’s no right way to do it, 
do it however you want, it’s personal, I still thought, hmm maybe I should write about 
the Civil War instead.  
I took this exchange and others like it, the jokes and layers of compliments to one 
another, my having to “help” and reassure the groups that they were doing well, to represent 
the teachers’ shift into the role of students. The task I had given them, to write about their 
own lives without the requirement that, despite being teachers, they write about their own 
students, had been challenging. Still, in thinking of them as students, I was shocked at the 
extent of their reluctance to believe that yes, I really did want to know what they actually 
thought and saddened by what such a reaction might signify in terms of the entrenched 
patterns and habits of what it means to exchange ideas in a classroom. Despite my assurances 
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that discussions of their narratives (most of which were not about teaching) need not be about 
the classroom, both groups remained, at least on the surface level, within the comfort zone of 
school.  In fact, it was not until Seminar 2 that the teachers seemed more comfortable moving 
away from discussions of specific lessons and students to engage with the substance of one 
another’s narratives and thoughts. Still, the comments they made and the analyses of their 
own, and each other’s, writing revealed a deep concern with the questions raised in their 
narratives.  
5.1.3 Initial Encounters: Control and Chaos in Making Meaning of the Past   
As the first reader in Group 1, Beverly informs the others that, “when I was writing 
these I was trying very hard to stay away from … obvious racist topics, so they’re not like, it 
involves it but not, maybe I’ll do ‘The Silk Road’ because I enjoyed that one the most.” Her 
hesitant and contradictory language might point to the nerves that accompanied being the 
first person to read, but I find this opening remark noteworthy because all of Beverly’s 
narratives deal explicitly with issues of race and injustice- and she describes this one, which 
concludes with “Poor people ain’t worth the investment” (Beverly, “The Silk Road”), and the 
only one about her time as a teacher, as the most enjoyable (to read or write, or to have 
experienced?). 
After Beverly answers a student’s question about why the Silk Road “closes,”63 the 
student likens this purposeful economic neglect to the closure of a local Wal-Mart. He 
reasons that “they weren’t making enough money off of it [the Silk Road]” and that if  “the 
Walmart (sic) makes the people who own it billionaires...I bet you they woulda had a whole 
police department in there.” In the narrative, Beverly describes the connection as “brilliant” 
                                                 
63 Beverly responds, “the Chinese government couldn’t maintain it anymore. Thieves started robbing people a 
lot, and people were afraid to go there because they didn’t feel safe. So the Silk Road closed down, and 
everyone suffered for it.” (Narrative, “The Silk Road.”) 
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and, within the arc of her three narratives, this particular narrative describes the formation of 
a connection to the past, the telling of a story, that, like the others she has written, offers no 
hope to the student, Jason, who learns it.   
The group’s discussion of “The Silk Road” focuses at first on the importance of 
“making connections” between students and the curriculum: all three (Beverly, Harriet, and 
Alex) bemoan students’ lack of interest in world history because of its seeming irrelevance to 
their lives. The focus shifts, however, to the particular student in Beverly’s narrative and 
whether he “is someone who has the potential to make change” or “is at risk for going either 
way” (Alex). Beverly responds, “if Jason wanted, … he could … change the entire world, 
…the leadership qualities in him are … very evident as soon as you talk to him and so I think 
people around him prey on that.” She likens him to a character “in a superhero movie super 
powerful they can either go with the good guys but it’s not as appealing as going with the bad 
guys, but whatever he does he’s going to be really impactful hopefully in a positive manner.”   
I was struck by Beverly’s comparison of the student to a character in a film, and the 
idea that he could “go either way.” On one level the conversation was about the outside 
factors that influence or interfere with a student’s trajectory in life. But in thinking about 
Beverly’s three narratives, she chooses to share with the group a story from her present life 
as a teacher. It is a story that reflects an issue that she tries to make sense of in the moment of 
discussion: that of a young person learning a dark lesson about/from the past. In her 
narratives, she recounts how her grandmother learned and passed on a specific story 
regarding friendships between black and white children; Beverly herself faces stories that are 
beyond words at the Woolworth counter. Both of these lessons, so to speak, present a vision 
of humanity tied to disharmony, discord, and hate. And now, her student is about to receive a 
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story linking past and present that is tied to additional painful intergenerational lessons about 
race and race relations: that people in power neglect those from whom they cannot profit. Do 
the group’s musings about which way Jason might “go” point to fears about his having 
learned this particular lesson?  
It is perhaps this new connection between the past and present, that the poor are left 
behind, presented to him as a truth that stands the test of time, and the meaning he makes of 
it, that has the potential to change how Jason sees the world. Does he have agency in 
accepting or rejecting this lesson? As they sought to connect Beverly’s narrative to the 
readings, the group mentions the four types of historical consciousness. Beverly states that 
the “progressive type” is about “looking at the themes so you can kind of understand history 
and why people make those decisions” (in this case the disinvestment of funds in certain 
communities). The group connects this to Beverly’s story and she brings the conversation 
back to the moment in the classroom: 
The theme is you invest your money in what is going to give you the greatest return 
and you see that throughout history and being able to identify that and not judge the 
Chinese for not putting in the investment or even like we had talked about … the 
connector they’re building over on east Durham it’s supposed to connect … highway 
70 and 98.  
Alex: Yeah  
Beverly: And so we talked about that like in terms of the Silk Road where it’s like 
now you are having more access to the kind of things that were always there but 
streamlining it and so thinking of ideas like how can people get quicker access to 
what they need but then who’s going to carry the weight of that? The weight of it all?  
Alex:  Who’s going to be impacted? 
I see this as a multi-layered question: who will “carry the weight” of the themes of 
history and who will carry the weight of learning those themes? Who will carry the weight of 
teaching those themes? As if to distance themselves from this question, Harriet reframes their 
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discussion and the story as one that reveals Beverly’s ability to step outside the 
predetermined significance of school history and curate a moment of authentic teaching: 
I was thinking since your story has a little bit about teaching … when I was reading 
through the chapter I was thinking about that traditional mindset and how significance 
is prescribed and that’s definitely [emphasis in her voice] how our curriculum is very 
much like  
Beverly and Alex: Yeah 
Harriet: I have to tell you guys about the Silk Road, and the significance of the Silk 
Road may or may not always be applicable. It’s great that now there was a student 
that’s created this real [emphasis in her voice] significance but … I was thinking how 
often that comes, like why am I teaching about the Silk Road right now when you 
could be teaching so many other things,  
Beverly: That’s what I was thinking! 
Harriet: Which is awesome that then your student says ‘Oh my gosh this is what this 
is right now here in Durham, so  
And Beverly begins to steer the conversation away from her own role in the student’s 
realization: 
Beverly: Yeah it’s definitely a beautiful moment. I felt like one of those teachers … 
standing on their desk … I actually had nothing to do with it  
Alex: You did!  
Harriet: No you do have something to do with it. 
Alex: Yeah you set up the environment for it to happen […] there are plenty of places 
where that would never happen   
Beverly: Yeah that’s true. ‘Nice environment setter’ that’s my that’s my goal  
Alex: We’re just there to set it up for them and light fires you know and they just 
have to take it from there. 
In this somewhat awkward manner, the teachers have pivoted the conversation away 
from questions about the weight of history and its impact on the young people who learn 
about it to the many clichés of what good teachers do. For now.  
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Harriet, after much hesitation and consultation with me, chooses to read “On the 
Subway,” the story of the moment in which she recognizes her own white privilege, and the 
importance of the past, through reading Sharon Olds’ poem of the same name. The 
contradictions and uncertainties of her narrative are challenged in the group’s subsequent 
discussion. In the written narrative, she describes both knowing and not knowing about 
racism in her town, attributing it to a side effect of a disease but also to an “invisible legacy” 
and a “pernicious presence.” She explains to the others that hearing the poem, in essence, 
changes the significance she attributes to the past:   
I was seventeen so it was a very immature understanding of it but but it was the first 
time I kinda said – I was forced to say – Oh, this – the past is directly affected my life 
right now - um, in ways that I’ve never been forced to confront because it hasn’t been 
a problem for me. And so just that moment made me feel more connected the past 
and prompted me to want to study the past.  
Alex, referencing the Seixas chapter, responds by categorizing this description of her 
narrative as “finding that new perspective, that new reality” and as empathy and perspective 
taking, which Harriet describes as her goal for teaching:  
To bring it back to teaching, not that we have to, but – I think that that is something I 
hope I can do in my classroom, is take people – not that one type of historical 
thinking is worse, or less valuable, but – to, you know, give them that ability to 
change the way they see things, and even the way they’re thinking about things.  
It is as this point in the conversation that we can see a relationship between teachers’ 
conceptions of the past and those offered in academic discourses:  the question of the 
individual’s role in making sense of the past, of deciding how a new consciousness manifests 
itself in practical life after “the human mind realizes the historical synthesis of the 
dimensions of time simultaneous with those of value and experience … in the telling of a 
story” (Rüsen, 2005a, p. 26), resurfaces. Rüsen (2005a) describes this particular type of 
narrative competence of historical consciousness as the “competence of orientation,” which 
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“[guides] action by means of notions of temporal change, articulating human identity with 
historical knowledge, interweaving one’s own identity into the concrete warp and woof of 
historical knowledge” (p. 27). Alex asks of Harriet’s statement about changing ways of 
thinking, “So maybe this is tough question, but how – so you – this realization, this moment, 
made you feel it differently, made you study it more, but how do you feel like you’re actually 
applying [emphasis in voice] the change? … Just as far as your just living life day to day?” 
I was of course struck by the boldness of the question, which I did not interpret only 
as one interrogating how consciousness of inequality leads to action but also as one that 
seeks to understand the actual structures of consciousness Rüsen (2005) describes. It is a 
question that causes Harriet pause: she takes a while to answer and when she does, she 
describes how her changed mindset was her “first check in white privilege,” a term she 
discovers in college where it was “something that more people were aware of, talking about 
more openly.” Alex’s question forces her to confront the contradiction in her narrative that 
everyone knew of the segregation of her town and high school, but that she somehow did not 
see it. In this moment of the seminar she sees that a change in historical consciousness entails 
not only awareness of knowledge in the sense of historical facts and patterns, but linking 
these to identity and ways of thinking and seeing the world. In her case it is naming her 
particular consciousness at the time “white privilege.”   
Beverly does not seem convinced and responds to Harriet’s answers about the ways 
her realization changed her teaching:   
Hmm. I guess I can see that. I think that – what I, well, one thing that stuck out to me 
was you identifying, like, what you had been identifying yourself as. You know it’s 
like, white Christian … gospel, justice, and you know I’m a liberal, and I think even 
saying, like, with you having claimed those things as your own characteristics, like 
saying how you recognize that they weren’t all encompassing, I guess, of the world 
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around you, um, or like, or what kind of response the world around you warranted 
because of its history… 
The group circles around the specifics of Harriet’s hometown, the racial makeup of 
her Advanced Placement classes within the school, the segregated housing, but Beverly 
persists: 
No, I was actually going to ask – so you talked about how I guess it helped you to 
identify your own white privilege. Do you think the poem helped you identify, I 
guess, the plight of people of color more so? Or was it more so, like, now that I’m 
aware of this privilege I can now – like I now have the freedom and ability to 
understand the differences in experience?   
The discursive circling continues around Harriet’s changes in perspective and 
consciousness, and Beverly, prompted by Alex’s persistent questions about how she felt in 
the moment, eventually addresses her own skepticism in several examples. First she 
describes her shock at her white classmates in her teacher education social justice class:   
And literally the entire course was about white privilege, but I happened to be, like, 
one of about three black people in there. But while I was in there, it sounds – well 
now that I’m reading this, it seemed like a lot of the students were having that same 
epiphany that you had had in high school, where it was like – like a girl next to me 
really was like, Black kids are more labeled with ADHD than white kids? And I was 
like where have you been?  
She questions her reaction to the students in her class:  
But she was like – it was so genuine. It was good for me because – in my head I was 
like they’re just walking around with this privilege and they know they have it and 
they’re intentionally not acting on it – but then to hear you talk about it and then to 
see the ignorance unfolding – and not even ignorance but …You all have lived here 
and not noticed anything that’s been going on. But it’s beautiful to have been … in 
that class and to see people come to that realization and to hear – it’s like, Oh, maybe 
things are not like this for everyone else. That’s really cool. 
But she also cannot quite reconcile her dismay and disbelief at her classmates 
supposed ignorance: 
I couldn’t understand how people have lived in America or any part of America and 
have not known that there are more black people in prison or that the kids are being 
labeled differently or that – I was the only black kid, um, in most of the advanced 
 136 
classes in sciences and math, because the other kids couldn’t test into them, so it’s 
like, yeah I think just – and then I think, like, well it’s about fucking time. 
And finally, she arrives at her own ‘realization:’  
You know it’s been a long time going, but it definitely gave me an opportunity to 
like, extend grace, I think, because it went from me thinking that people were 
intentionally you know ignoring what was there – and some people are – but then 
knowing that, like, if you hadn’t had – if I had not seen it before then there’s a reason 
for me to think about it. You know? So it’s good. Thanks for sharing that.  
This particular group exchange was quite challenging for me to interpret. On the one 
hand, Beverly’s tone and consistent questioning and doubt about Harriet’s description of her 
own change in consciousness led me to think that Beverly’s “So it’s good” was ironic. I felt 
that she still doubted the sincerity of Harriet’s claim and that her own experiences were more 
aligned with the original contradictions within Harriet’s narrative: that she could “know” but 
also be blissfully unaware of racial disparities in her day-to-day life. And yet, the 
conversation itself points to how Beverly’s own ways of thinking change through dialogue 
with other people, through the public description of her particular experiences. Perhaps it is 
inconsequential whether she believes in the truth of Harriet’s moment of epiphany described 
in “On the Subway” and in the conversation; the important point is, rather, that she uncovers 
the structures of her own consciousness and “sees herself seeing” (Grumet, 2014). Beverly 
looks back at her own ways of thinking, her assumptions and the way she has heretofore 
structured her ways of thinking and can, as she describes it, “extend grace.”      
The two teachers of Group 2, Leonard and Laura, went through a less fraught 
decision-making process: they summarized the themes of each narrative and let the other 
choose which sounded the most interesting. Leonard characterized the narrative he chose, 
Narrative 1 about Southern identity, as “somewhat charged at points” and as “a big thing for 
the kids that I teach.” His writing about the paradoxes of being a progressive Southerner 
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revealed doubts and worries about the possibilities of changing the narratives around 
Southern identity and education itself. Leonard had expressed frustration with his inability to 
connect with students as “one of them” as well as someone who wanted to change their views 
about the world and about themselves. This frustration makes its way into his exchanges with 
Laura as he describes his realization in college that everything he knows about the past is 
“wrong.” She, however, she shifts the attention from his students to himself:   
Leonard: Maybe a little bit. It’s kind of a weird dynamic at the school that I teach at 
because … I’m really the only history teacher there since it’s so small, but growing 
up I definitely felt that.  
Laura: The teachers you [emphasis in her voice] had?   
Leonard: The teachers I had.  
Laura: And you were able to ... as a kid in a rural town …  recognize that they were 
not progressive? 
Leonard: Um, a little bit – so, to some extent I did, um, and I think I recognized it 
more whenever I got to college, and it’s like, Oh, shit – not – why – w-w-what 
exactly – I didn’t realize this was wrong why was this wrong, and then you find out, 
oh shit it’s really [emphasis in voice] wrong. 
Laura: Did you have a traditional mindset, like, your whole life?  
Leonard: What do you mean?  
Laura: Do you feel that your identity growing up was like, kind of the identity that 
you’re descr… – that you’re kind of fighting against now. 
Leonard: Not quite… 
Laura: Cuz you’re obviously – just cuz of our family background, or… 
Leonard: Yeah – maybe to some extent. And I mean, I do think, too, that part of me is 
being very harsh toward that identity, just because there is maybe even a little bit of 
guilt – like there was a part of me that may have felt that way at some point …  
It is hard to follow what “that” and “this” and “it” refer to at times, but it seems that 
Leonard sees his written narrative as more than a commentary about his students but also as a 
description of his own childhood/youth identity. Within the trajectory of his narratives he 
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seems to have equated education and progress with rupture and change (the various trips to 
Washington D.C. and to Europe), but change that is painful and leads him to view his past 
selves, embodied in his students, with shame and guilt. The realization that what he had 
learned in school was “wrong,” in the moment of communicating it to Laura, reminds him of 
a his own high school history teacher “that was trying to teach Lost Cause identity.”  
He rejects, and vows not to become, his teacher and, with his own students, works to 
change the stories about the Southern past; yet, he does not realize the limitations of his own 
education until it is over. What, then, are the possibilities for school history curriculum? 
What is the role of the teacher in shaping the historical narrative? The two struggle with this 
question for the remainder of the conversation about his narrative.  
Like Beverly, Leonard and Laura question white students’ stated ignorance of racism 
and denial of their own white privilege:   
Laura: I think it’s like so easy for white people to just be like, ‘Oh it’s all good, 
there’s no problems anymore.’ And then when problems arise, it’s always blamed on 
something else...  
Leonard: … I teach English, too – and … we were doing this … this unit on the 
American identity two years ago. So we read The Great Gatsby, and then we did Of 
Mice and Men, and then we did Raisin in the Sun um, which is about a black family – 
Laura: Mmhmm 
Leonard: … And so anyway we had a conversation about race and …it lasted three or 
four days, and one of the first comments in the discussion, and it was right after there 
was a significant amount of racial unrest in the country, it was by this white girl who 
was like, ‘I felt like things were really good until this past year’ … and you could tell, 
that she just had no idea – 
Laura: She genuinely had no idea. 
Leonard: She genuinely had no idea. I mean it really wasn’t any fault of her own, she 
just, she didn’t know. It didn’t affect her life.  
Laura adds her own pedagogical example: 
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It’s just how it’s always been – … it’s just tradition. … We were talking about … the 
Confederate flag. A lot of my kids – and I teach in Carmine64 so it’s very liberal – 
…there was a handful of my kids who were just like, ‘I mean, it is just a symbol, it’s 
tradition, like, who cares?’ and I’m like, ‘well people care because of what it really 
signifies if you think about it.’  And they just see it as, ‘well there’s a lot of stuff in 
our country that’s just historical symbol’, … and I feel like that was definitely 
addressed in [the reading], kind of tradition carries on a lot of …these stories in 
history that aren’t necessarily the right stories to be telling.  
There is both empathy and frustration in their language: students cannot help their 
mindsets as they are the product of the stories they create and that have shaped them, but they 
also resist and reject the stories and viewpoints their teachers communicate through 
curriculum. Laura points out, “I definitely … as a teacher try to get the kids connecting 
[history] with their personal lives” and Leonard responds, “everybody adds only to their own 
personal history. … They don’t necessarily recognize [emphasis in his voice] it as history. 
…You do kind of need somewhat of a foundation – talking points – to even have the 
conversation.” While teachers are prepared to encourage identification and personal 
connection in their students, Laura and Leonard discuss the possibility that a common, 
mutual basis for that pedagogical connection can be problematic: how can a critical outlook, 
citizenship and democracy, and all the other ideals teachers want to communicate, be taught 
if the personal connections students have, the “talking points” and “foundation” as Leonard 
calls them, are rooted in traditions and mindsets that are counter to those ideals (e.g. the Lost 
Cause narrative, seeing the Confederate flag as merely historical symbol)?   
Just as I pointed out in my analysis of the teachers’ narratives, the groups were left 
with additional questions rather than conclusions about what it means to understand the past. 
In their discussions the groups made sense of how their narratives of experience and the 
resultant conversations problematized ideas and ways of being that had gone unquestioned in 
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their lives or brought new challenges to the fore. Discussion of Beverly’s story highlighted 
the “weight” of passing on stories to young people, discussion of Harriet’s story reframed 
what it means to change ways of thinking (e.g. Beverly looked with fresh eyes at her past 
skepticism toward white epiphanies), and discussion of Leonard’s narrative led that group to 
consider the limits of the teacher’s role in and responsibility for reshaping students’ 
narratives of the past.     
5.1.4 Whole Group Discussion 
By the time the groups came together, they seemed comfortable challenging each 
other’s ideas and so rather than spending time on summaries of each narrative, I began the 
discussion by asking them what they noticed about the kinds of connections to the past they 
had made.  Alex, echoed by Harriet, characterized his group’s connections to the past as 
marked moments that symbolized change: 
I feel like everyone just had this defining moment that in the ones that we shared that 
pointed to some change in perspective or change in direction or looking at our own 
histories how we went through change over time or in that moment in time. 
Laura and Leonard, finishing one another’s sentences, characterized their 
conversation as centered on the theme of  “progress and growth” but that “[they] weren’t 
necessarily just saying ‘this is a narrative this happened one time’, [but] were incorporating 
the idea of memory” (Leonard) and that, in relation to their narratives, the conversation was 
about “kind of … picking it apart like just talking about what memory means both in our 
lives and also as teachers” (Laura).  
After this initial success in eliciting their analyses, the conversation moved in fits and 
starts, and probing questions they asked were followed by long silences. For instance, Alex, 
always the questioner, remarked about Leonard’s quest to change his students’ narratives 
about the South, “their roots run so deep, and then you’re cutting those roots with a pretty 
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heavy saw, how do you get through all that?” This is a wonderful question about the 
importance and limitations of tradition and heritage when teaching about the past: does 
education function to “cut” students’ roots? What does getting through “that” mean in 
relation to students? Where or what are we trying to reach with the cutting away at the roots? 
Can the student survive?  I very much wanted the group to consider idea such as this one, but 
no one seemed willing to respond to Alex and the question hung in the air. I asked several 
times, “What do you make of that?” but the long silences indicated to me that the group was 
not ready to do so or that these questions had provoked reactions that might resurface later 
over the course of our meetings.    
To move us past such silences I asked the teachers to consider what historical issues 
and paradoxes65 (from the Seixas reading) their narratives brought up, and this question 
managed to get the discussion going, though they focused on Rüsen’s categories of historical 
consciousness. I will borrow Alex’s metaphor of roots that run deep in describing the 
structure and movement of the conversation, though I will stay away from the severing of the 
roots; rather, I want the roots to represent the tangle of thoughts and emotional concerns 
uncovered by their exchanges.   
The group begins the task of answering my question by remarking on how their own 
ideas “[fall] more in the grey between the four than … into the four [and] just fitting in the 
box” (Alex), and Leonard wonders about his own teaching, “how many times I choose not to 
… present a certain idea in the classroom specifically because I’m trying to play it safe …  
am I really losing an opportunity to demonstrate 3 or 4 of the types [of historical 
consciousness] instead of just two?” Rather than blame the teacher, Laura points out the 
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dilemma of having what is historically significant and worthy of being passed on to the next 
generation is already determined:    
It’s so difficult especially when your curriculum has been decided for you, … and 
you’re told … what to cover and so … how much freedom do we have to really 
explore all these types of history when you have one year to teach? 
Alex pushes past the conversational roots of the usual complaints about the mandated 
curriculum to point out that the difficulty in approaching the past though different types of 
consciousness might be about more than the logistical difficulties of planning a good lesson:   
Yeah but just think: it’s you know that old saying the more you know the more 
problems, I don’t know I’m making up some weird quote … like opening Pandora’s 
Box … the more you start to learn the more you see. 
For him, the challenge of presenting the past in all its complexity is not about the 
technical aspects of curriculum but about what comes out of Pandora’s box when you “see” 
the past. What does it mean that he describes curriculum as one of the evils in the box: does 
he suggest that the examination of historical consciousnesses and looking at students’ 
personal connections to the past is a potentially dangerous interference, a curse disguised as a 
gift? His worry resurfaces later on as he questions the “digging up of the past” in the study of 
history:  
What if we didn’t write any of this down? … We were just studying Mansa Musa and 
the West African empires and we were talking about griots and West African story 
tellers and how its an oral history and there is no written history … we were looking 
at this clip of this documentary, this explorer was trying to delve into sort of a 
Western approach, you know, ‘what sort of artifacts do you have? …’ And the locals 
were saying ‘we don’t dig up the past’, that’s almost a sacrilegious sort of thing ‘we 
don’t dig up, our stories are what’s from memory’ and what would our history be if 
we didn’t have all this, if we looked at each kid and just dug up their past?  
This question of what the past would be like if it were not written down is perhaps a 
fantasy that allows him to evade the guilt (and responsibility) of the darker aspects of his own 
past. His simultaneous questioning of the “Western” relationship to the past- reliance on text, 
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the transformation of subjectivity into artifacts for analysis, the claims to uninterested 
objectivity— and query about “looking at each kid” brings to mind the points philosopher of 
history and phenomenologist David Carr (2014) raises about the human experience of time: 
the text upon which we rely to represent the past is based on objects that themselves never 
existed in the world (people, events, etc.) and that there are conceptions of time beyond 
linear, progress-oriented types of narratives told about the past, rooted in commemoration, 
ritual, and repetition. In the example from his classroom, Alex emphasizes a relationship to 
the past that grows out of stories passed from person to person that are interpreted and 
adapted through individual and collective memory.  
Teachers in classrooms, Alex points out, have no role in this process of 
transformation and meaning making, “We are the conduits for what we’re just told from 
someone else.” Laura echoes this sentiment but brings the conversation to the concern that 
history is “just what’s been passed down, what narrative has been … lifted up and continued 
on, and other ones … were just not told and not deemed important and people picked the 
right ones … and made [them] into facts.” These “stories that we didn’t grow up with,” as 
Laura describes them, lead Harriet, who had been relatively silent, to express her sadness at 
the flattening of history in the classroom:  
I was just thinking about, as we were discussing this, and how it related to teaching. It 
is disheartening how we do [emphasis in voice] water down history.  History should 
be so beautiful, history is [emphasis in voice] so beautiful and it’s full of stories that 
are really complex and … they’re so personal … it’s humanity written down and wow 
[it’s] just kind of … sad that it’s something we’re not fully able to do in our 
classrooms.  
They all agreed, in response to my question “Are these narrative history?” that their 
narratives were indeed history in that they connected to “big history” (Beverly), but unlike 
the “big” or “normal” (Laura) history taught in schools, their narratives and the subsequent 
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discussions were complex and significant to those writing, reading, and living them. Beyond 
“raw fact” (Leonard), the history they described was personal and emotional and could show 
“two truths living simultaneously,” (as Beverly described her reaction to Harriet’s 
“introduction to her white privilege,”) and involves “making meaning of the past” (Harriet).   
The richness of a past studied through the significance individuals make of it emerged 
as their ideal and contrasted with the history they felt “forced” to teach to their students. The 
preceding exchanges point to connections to the past that are intensely personal, filled with 
possibilities for discussion and debate; they are exchanges that, as teachers pointed out, had 
very little do with their classroom practices, save the few moments they shared such as those 
described by Alex in his “Letters Project” or Laura’s and Beverly’s efforts to encourage 
students to find similarities between past and present. The crescendo in the conversation, the 
moment the “roots” of their feelings and worries were the thickest, when strands of thoughts 
moved from doubts about reliance on text and the voices left out of history as a result, to the 
limitations for understanding and growth presented by their own cultural situations, to the 
sheer impossibility of teaching the past, fell into a heap of fears, pierced by Laura’s drawn 
out statement that, “Truth [very long pause]. But then, I don’t know. There’s no telling … 
what is actually true [long pause] because it’s different for every person.” I moved the 
discussion to a close by asking, “Is it?” 
5.1.5 Questions of Narrative Functions and Difficult Knowledge  
At first glance Laura’s suggestion that “there is no telling what is actually true” might 
indicate that their exercise in sharing and interpreting one another’s narratives has fizzled 
into a frustrated solipsism. But I think that Laura’s ending question is a more of an 
exasperated embodiment of this seminar’s discursive trajectory through their own Möbius 
 145 
strip of making sense of narrative structures and functions. I want to return to the theories of 
narrative and historical consciousness I synthesized in Chapter 2 to interpret how this first 
seminar meeting represents the group’s struggle with and tensions around how their own 
narratives of the past functioned when placed in conversation with others’.  
In “Narrative Psychology and Historical Consciousness” psychologist Donald E. 
Polkinghorne (2005) suggests that “narrative psychology and the discipline of history share a 
commitment to the idea that human activity is best understood through narrative explanations 
rather than covering-law explanations (p. 16), meaning that, unlike in the hard sciences, 
generalizable, replicable laws cannot be applied to understanding the past. This commitment, 
or at least its application, is one that I think the teachers came up against throughout the 
seminar. They recognized the richness of their stories in terms of the complexities and 
variety these explored and what they revealed about the individual telling the story, such as 
Harriet’s remark on the beauty and humanity in history. At the same time, however, they 
consistently returned to what seemed to them law-like, unchangeable, and repeatable: the 
curriculum, tradition, and the lessons of history in Beverly’s observation that, “The theme is 
you invest your money in what is going to give you the greatest return and you see that 
throughout history.” 
Perhaps “law-like” is too strong a term: seeking patterns and continuity in “the way 
things are” is also a function of narrative creation and thought, one that Bruner (2005) refers 
to as the accrual of history. Life, the past, history, etc. he points out, do not consist of 
independent stories sufficient unto themselves, but rather cohere into “continuing stories” (p. 
38) that we repeat and adjust over time. Leonard and Laura focused on the seeming 
intractability of his students’ traditions and mindsets, indicative of Southern historical 
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narratives they had inherited, and Beverly on the lessons her grandmother, and then her 
student, saw as constants in their own lives; continuing stories of the Lost Cause and of 
intergenerational racism and economic neglect. The group fixates on the required content 
they must teach, “other people’s stories.”   
In their own narration of the groups discussions of their writing, once we sat as a 
whole group, the teachers, in a sense, flattened the beauty and dynamism of their own stories 
to lesson-like summaries. I had asked them to describe what they noticed about their 
connections to the past; Alex condenses their discussion, which was full of ambiguity and 
contradiction to, “… Everyone just had this defining moment that in the ones that we shared 
that pointed to some change in perspective or change in direction” and Laura contributes, 
“progress and growth” and “talking about what memory means both in our lives and also as 
teachers.”  
And yet in looking at and interpreting their own narratives, what sometimes appeared 
was a fight against their own characterizations of the past as thing-like, permanent, or 
continuous. The ways in which the teachers structured their narratives about their narratives, 
when telling them to each other, revealed to me individuals seeking ways in which their 
autobiographies were not simply, to use Bruner’s (2005) phrasing, located in the invented 
stream of a coherent past. These were narratives and stories told about them in which they 
made sense of themselves as deviating from the script: Alex from the script of the curriculum 
he was “supposed to” teach, Leonard in his attempts to reshape his students’ narratives and in 
telling the story of his own rupture with inherited narratives, Harriet in her understanding of 
white privilege before everyone else talked about it in college and her aspirations of changing 
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her students’ thinking, and Beverly in her description of her student  Jason as a potential 
change-maker.  
The teachers are closer to articulating some of the questions I saw coursing through 
their written narratives: are there patterns in history that determine “how things are” and how 
does individual agency function in accepting or rejecting these “continuing stories”? In 
interpreting others’ narratives (i.e. their students’) what is the teacher’s role in shaping or 
changing these?  At this stage in the project, I see these competing, but nevertheless related, 
explanations of their connections to the past, rooted in language about students and content, 
as scratching the surface of their acknowledgement of what is avoided or feared in thinking 
and teaching about the past, a question I raised in Chapter 2 and I also see as helping to 
illuminate the aspects of my second research questions regarding the relationship between the 
discipline of history and teachers’ personal connections to the past. The group first raises this 
issue of avoidance in their discussion of Jason’s  (Beverly’s student from “The Silk Road”) 
future: which way will he “go” now that he has made a connection between past and present 
about the economic interests of those in power? How will he incorporate this lesson into his 
own continuing story of his own relationship to his community and to his education? 
The easy answer is that his learning, just like their interpretations of their own 
narratives, is about “progress and growth.” I turn to Pitt and Britzman (2003) for another  
possible interpretation of their moves to shape the story of their stories into an easily 
digestible version. In “Speculations on Qualities of Difficult Knowledge in Teaching and 
Learning: An Experiment in Psychoanalytic Research,” Pitt and Britman (2003) explore the 
question: what is it to represent “difficult” knowledge? They draw on Cathy Caruth’s work 
on trauma in theorizing that representations and constructions of difficult knowledge, the 
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ways try to make sense of painful experiences and why they are important in the present, are 
unsteadily put together “from an argument between the wish for coherence and the anxiety 
over what coherence excludes” (p. 759).   Underneath their description of progress and 
growth, is the choice not to see, at this time, stories about the past that are about things they 
would rather not know: guilt at having once seen the world through traditional Southern 
narratives, a racist historical past carefully avoided until college, hidden rage at the ability to 
avoid a past inconsistent with one’s own lived experience, and others. There is anxiety in 
Alex’s assertion that “the more you know the more problems … the more you start to learn, 
the more you see.”    
5.2 Seminar 2 
5.2.1 Overview 
We spent the opening moments of the second seminar summarizing the narratives 
they had chosen to read to their groups, as well as some of the topics we had discussed in the 
first seminar. The group then briefly discussed the readings: their analysis of objectivity as a 
sustaining myth in the writing/study of history (Novick, 1988a) and its place in 
understanding the past as well as textbook history versus the project of studying the past 
through the historical record (Collingwood, 1993a, 1993b) led us to contrast a cognitive 
orientation toward the past against their own emotional attachments to their understanding of 
the past. This, in turn, led to several concerns about the role of negativity and hope in 
teaching “critical” history, as well as their own feelings about leading students down the 
“dark alley of the past” (Alex).  
In the first section, I focus much of the analysis on Leonard. I have done so for two 
reasons: first, the group spent the most time discussing his narrative and their interpretations; 
second, their conversation is a powerful example for the potential of autobiography and the 
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analysis to which it leads in enriching the preparation of social studies teachers. The second 
section of my analysis centers on the layers of discussion about despair and hope in the study 
of the past: I focus on the teachers’ meaning-making exchanges about the fraught tones of 
their narratives and their interpretations of the role of hope in these.   
5.2.2 Introduction 
In Seminar 1 we discussed the content and form of the teachers’ narratives, searching 
for the “big ideas” or themes in each, aided by the language of Seixas’ (2005) issues and 
paradoxes encountered by historical thinkers and Rüsen’s (2005a) four categories of 
historical consciousness, and moved back and forth between what was common and unique 
to their experiences. Teachers described some of their worries in “digging up” the past, their 
concerns about the “watering down” of history in classrooms that robs it of its mystery and 
complexity, and pondered the elements that constitute “significance” in describing or 
learning abut the past.  
Our discussions up to that point had been about the content of their narratives, the 
substance of their connections to the past but not necessarily their forms, which I 
characterized as intensely personal and emotional. For the second seminar, I wanted to 
contrast these with descriptions by historians of what it means to study history66 through 
readings that not only introduced the intellectual history of the pursuit of objectivity in 
disciplinary history, a taken for granted concept in school history, but that also discussed the 
process (not necessarily method) of history from the historian’s point of view.   
                                                 
66 See Appendix 4 for summaries of readings.  
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5.2.3 Emotional Connections to the Past: Darkness and Hope 
The teachers’ opening summaries of their narratives, interwoven with commentary 
about each, brought us to the question of what subjectivity and objectivity actually mean in 
history. Leonard explained the readings as both having “the argument that history is so 
subjective and it’s really hard to find objectivity” while Beverly focused on Novick’s 
metaphor of the pursuit of objectivity as nailing jelly to the wall (though she sometimes 
called it Jell-O). George, joining the group for the first time at this seminar, brought up 
Collingwood’s (1993b) point about “predigested historical material” (versus “history” such 
as deeds, charters, architectural ruins, etc.): 
The beginner in history is introduced to ready-made history books- out of which he 
gets something; though his later studies show him that most of what he got was false. 
Still this falsehood was a necessary stage toward the truth (p. 373).  
He relates this ready-made account of history that Collingwood describes to students’ 
textbooks, specifically those written in Texas: 
Even if we try our hardest to be objective, what we’re teaching from automatically is 
not objective … it’s a textbook written by a company that has a purpose. There’s all 
this discussion of all the textbooks written in Texas kind of that are starting to 
whitewash and downplay slavery! Even if we teach in that sense, … that cannot 
[emphasis in voice] be objective in this sense, and then I tied that to the other 
[reading] with thinking about me personally and how I understand his claim about the 
idea of objectivity and how that’s the historian’s goal, … I have never thought of 
myself as a historian so therefore I don’t want to be objective when I teach certain 
things. 
I summarize the teachers’ responses to the readings to point out their intense focus on 
the notion of objectivity. They seemed to have equated this concept with truth or the 
withholding of personal opinions, rather than Novick’s (1988a) argument about how 
historical objectivity functions as a sustaining myth in the field, for example to “safeguard 
and enforce norms of scholarly rectitude; [to vouch] for the efficiency of scholarly rituals, 
‘[purge] oneself of preconceptions,’ procedures for the verification and criticism of sources, 
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meticulous documentation” (p. 4). At this point in the seminar, I suspected that they had 
either not paid close attention to the readings— I was panicking that they had been too long 
and tedious to be useful—or that the participants were more preoccupied with how whatever 
interpretation they took from the reading about what historians “do” contrasted with what 
they suspected or dreaded about their own work in the classroom or connection to the past 
(e.g. proclaiming, “I have never thought of myself as a historian”).  
I must add that in my panicked state I was frustrated by the former and only intuited 
the latter: I made the pedagogical choice to move the direction of our meeting toward how 
the writers characterized the study of history broadly versus how the teachers wrote about it 
in their narratives and talked about it at the last seminar. In other words I asked them if they 
noticed any differences in the kinds of questions they asked of the past and those Novick and 
Collingwood described. Alex replied, “Yeah, self-discovery and sort of processing your 
feelings about your own existence?” Leonard followed with, “I think I can talk about that if 
you want me to start.”  
It no longer mattered whether they had done the reading; these served, after all, to 
link the teachers’ knowledge and experiences in the world to the discourses of theory, not as 
a vehicle through which to test their reading comprehension and retention. I had to remind 
myself in that moment why I had “assigned” these readings, exactly because of Alex’s 
comment: their narratives of experience reflected personal and pedagogical concerns that 
were about life, death, temporality, the meaning of family, identity formation and social 
forces, etc. Their stories were about shock and hatred at meeting extended family for the first 
time, the shame at having “lived a lie” before coming out as gay, feeling the moment when 
racism was learned, the frustration of being accused by students of not understanding their 
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perspectives, the loss of memory and therefore connection to the world, and finding the 
“truth” about family. Individuals, as Straub (2005) describes, “understand themselves, that is, 
their lives, against the horizon of the history in which they find themselves involved” (p. 45). 
These narratives were always within the context of the historical, national past: shame, anger, 
or loneliness in the personal was also connected to instances and periods of homophobia, 
racism, or classism in their lifeworlds.  
In the previous section I used the analogy of a musical crescendo to describe the 
group’s animated exchanges about their fears and frustrations about the past. After Alex’s 
observation about the form their narratives and previous discussion had taken, the 
conversation resembled more of a cascade: the comments about their emotional moorings to 
the past were rapid, plentiful, and provoked one another successively:  
Leonard: OK, … my interpretation being from the South, but also dealing with 
students, who I interpret at having poor… understanding of a true Southern history, 
… and I’m very critical throughout my piece, and one of the reasons I’m so critical is 
because I’m critical of myself. I mean, I grew up in a very conservative community 
and had pretty close-minded views until probably about 15 or 16 years old and so 
thinking back about that, I’m critical of myself and I’m almost even more critical of 
my students and they can’t look at it objectively because it involves me! Not only am 
I looking at them, but that’s a representation of myself and what would I do to go 
back and do to change some of my views at that age? And although I came to this 
realization by myself I realize how difficult, really being, that realization had to be for 
me. I mean there were so many external factors that had to work towards my 
progression, and not all of these students are gonna have those awesome advantages 
that I had to come to this progressive viewpoint. And that could potentially, and if 
they don’t get that then I myself, then I myself I almost penalize myself because I 
haven’t done enough, and so whenever I do step up and say, ‘No, guys, you should 
really think like this’, I don’t know I’m very torn because not only am I getting in the 
way of not letting them naturally  
Stephanie: Go through that process  
Leonard: Go through that process … but I’m also torn because if they don’t go 
through that process well, [laughing] then they never really go through that process, 
you know?  
Alex: Yeah  
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Stephanie:  … I was really struck in your story by your sense of frustration at your 
students  
Leonard: Oh yea, absolutely. [Long pause.] At my students and, in turn, myself 
Alex: Do you think there was any [pause] I’m sorry for interrupting.  
Leonard: No you’re fine go ahead. 
Alex: Do you think there was any guilt driving your writing or your realization?  
Leonard: I don’t know if, yeah maybe guilt to some extent I think it was more 
frustration. I think I’ve got past the point of guilt. Now, … I mean I have very much 
forgiven myself because I’ve [trails off] 
Stephanie:  What do you mean guilt, guilt about what?  
Alex: I’m just making a connection to my own, not the story that I read last time but 
this story where I wrote about my family’s roots and coming to terms with, … I said, 
[reading from story] ‘Now, finally having a story, I have begun to feel a connection, a 
sense of place, and yet my story comes with a dilemma. It involves coming to terms 
with the fact that my tribe were the oppressors. They were the privileged, even during 
times when some of our generations may have been considered ‘poor’.’ Bla bla  bla 
bla bla. Um you know we were involved in the enslavement of another group of 
people and so I think about, is that is that me feeling guilty about my family, is that 
what’s driving me [emphasis in voice]? And that’s why I’m wondering if that’s you 
feeling guilty about your Southern heritage at all, or … 
Leonard: Um [drawn out]  
Alex: Doesn’t sound like it.  
Leonard: Um, no, not as much it is [emphasis in voice] more of a frustration because I 
think what I’ve kind of interpreted as my Southern heritage has turned into a much 
broader picture where it’s not necessarily this idea of white guilt as much as it is this 
idea of, ‘look at how much is out there and, if you just wake up to that, you can 
incorporate this into parts of your identity as well.’   
Stephanie:  But also, from what I remember, and … please jump in if I’m reading 
something that’s not there, the frustration of feeling like you know where they’re 
coming from but they still claim you don’t understand. 
Leonard: Yeah [excitedly]! Exactly! So that’s a really interesting aspect with my 
students, … there’s this understanding, I think a lot of it is because I didn’t grow up 
in their area, I didn’t grow up down the road from them and so there’s almost this 
sense of outsiderness just from lack of proximity but I want to say so much, ‘Y’all 
you don’t understand’, I just used the word ‘y’all, ‘I grew up two hours down the 
road, and you are not presenting an opinion that I haven’t heard before.’ You just 
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need to work with that opinion and yeah, it is frustrating because a big aspect of it is 
coming to terms with, ‘oh this is part of their process’ and they’ll get there it’s just 
part of their process.  
Alex: But there’s fear that they might not get there. 
Leonard: There’s fear that they might not get there because for a lot of their parents 
they never got there and they never will. 
George: And that makes me, I guess something I’ve been thinking about in a sense 
and I don’t want to, like, put in your own mouth but maybe you’re projecting yourself 
onto your students in a certain sense? And you’re wondering if like you felt and you 
said you’ve gotten past this sense of guilt or I want to use the word shame but it 
seems really harsh, but this sense of shame for where you were and then this process 
that you went through that’s brought you to this almost enlightened kind of sense  
and… 
Leonard: Mmmhmm  
George: You’re trying to get them to do that, but you’re worried at the same time, 
because, I’m sure you went to school with people that didn’t go through that 
process…  
Leonard: Yeah  
George: And are still in your hometown and are still thinking the way you thought 
when you were 15, 16 years old, so [pause] that just makes me wonder if you’re 
trying to [pause] I don’t I can’t find the right words but like, save, not save them to a 
certain extent?  
Leonard: Yeah. 
George: But guide them to where you think they that should be going and because of 
this sort of guilt that maybe you feel for your past 15,16 year old self. 
Leonard: Mmmhmm.  
George: And where you are now [emphasis in voice], of course, like you’ve gotten 
past that, you’ve gotten to this point where you feel comfortable with how you 
approach and view things, but you see that some of them maybe are headed there and 
some of them are not, and that’s really causing this sense of frustration in you of, 
‘you’re not understanding the full picture, … I was there I see where you are, I 




George: And maybe some of them just aren’t. So that’s, I don’t know, just something 
I was thinking about. 
Leonard:  Yeah, no, I think that’s good. And once again, I don’t know if guilt or 
shame or fear, I think fear is a really big aspect of it.  
Alex: Or helplessness [jumble talking over each other] ‘I can’t, I’m feeling helpless 
because I can’t, I can’t rescue you all from your past.’  
[Pause]  
Leonard:  Yeah, mmmhmm,  
Alex: And, that’s a hard thing to come to terms with, right?        
George: And it’s funny cause all of the words that we’ve mentioned are things that 
this [narrative] that I read to you guys are themes that, the emotions that I would have 
identified, of this fear, this sense of guilt for this hidden identity that I had, and shame 
for not being able to admit that to myself, and frustration for now looking back on 
myself and being like, ‘you wasted so many years of your life pretending’, and, and 
sadness … of recognizing where you were coming from, recognizing where you are 
now and how far [emphasis in voice] you’ve grown in that process but still having 
this memory still having this kind of root. It’s still a core part of who you are because 
it’s so ingrained in your brain and you have it right there and it’s accessible at all 
times, you know what I mean?  
Leonard: Absolutely.   
For Leonard, understanding the past involved a desire for rupture with it and with his 
past identity, for which he expresses varying degrees of guilt, shame, and frustration that 
conflict with his expressed pride in the traditions he associates with this past: is 
understanding possible without a sense of rupture? The tensions between change and 
continuity and progress and tradition in his narratives call to mind Ankersmit’s (2005) 
discussions of “sublime historical experience” in which “our attitude to the collective past 
may sometimes require us to repudiate part of the past; that is, to dissociate part of our 
historical past from our collective self  and from our collective historical identity” (p. 317-8). 
Yet, this rapid exchange between the three men (Beverly listened intently throughout and 
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occasionally chimed in with “mmmhmmm” or “Yeah”) brings to Leonard’s attention his 
own, and education’s, impulse to fix or change students’ viewpoints.  
Alex and George suggest that while Leonard does realize that such ruptures (their 
“process”) needed to come from students themselves, and not to be forced out of a teacher’s 
own needs to heal, they raise the point that beneath his frustration is fear and helplessness. 
George phrases this as Leonard “projecting” himself onto his students and seeing himself and 
others from his hometown in their reactions, still there and still thinking all the same things. 
Alex articulates this fear as helplessness about not being able to “rescue [students] from 
[their] pasts.”  Here is the devastating possibility: what if all the good intentions, effective 
lessons, and imparted wisdom pass students by and they just do not “get there” and it is not 
possible to change their minds about themselves and the world? What if it doesn’t pass them 
by, but they choose to reject his teaching?  
In this exchange, in the questions, examples, and counterexamples between them, 
Leonard’s latent anxieties, doubts, and fears about himself (and specifically as a teacher), 
expressed as “frustration” with his students in the narratives and early on in the project, 
surface to the public space, ready to be understood, re-worked, and re-imagined. In the 
bringing together of his narrative and his thoughts about it, as well as the thoughts provoked 
by others’ observations and questions, is, as Grumet (1979) has described the method of 
currere in this interpretation of Habermas’ concept of depth hermeneutics, “the process of 
critical reflection wherein the subject turns back upon itself to discover its own self-
formative process, and in that discovery dissolves the chains of causation which bind him to 
habitual half-truths” (p.20). George comments that, “It’s still a core part of who you are 
because it’s so ingrained in your brain,” but now the “it” is named.  The idea that his fear is 
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“right there and it’s accessible at all times” presents to Leonard the possibility that his 
relationship to the past must not remain one rooted in fear: by having brought the structures 
of experience to awareness, perhaps his ability to “direct the process of his own 
development” (Grumet, 2014c, p.148) is enhanced. It is not a certainty, as he can reject 
George’s interpretation, but his ability to re-direct his own thinking about the past is 
articulated.      
5.2.4 ‘That Just All Sounded So Heavy:’ Hope and Despair in Teaching About the Past 
As the teachers discussed the tension between the cognitive enterprise of studying the 
past represented in their readings and the prominent place of emotions in their own 
narratives, the characterization of their emotional connections to the past as “negative” 
emerged. The remarkable insights about Leonard’s (and their own) helplessness in 
relationship to students’ reactions to the past led the teachers to discuss their thoughts about 
negativity and despair in teaching. The following excerpts, edited for cohesion and clarity 
with side notes and unrelated comments taken out67, reveal layer upon layer of meaning 
through which they work: 
George: Going through my three narratives the recurring emotional theme is negative 
emotions, shame and sadness and depression and the weight of the Holocaust and 
then this … hatred for my family. Those are the three things that I chose to write 
about when you gave us this very broad prompt … It could [emphasis in voice] have 
been all very positive things but I chose to write about three negatives experiences or, 
not necessarily negative because a lot of them did result in a positive outcome for me 
personally, but just kind of things that have burned themselves in my brain as this … 
I think that that’s interesting that negativity, at least for me, resonates very much so in 
my narratives.  
Alex: Which is interesting in juxtaposition with history books, right, everything is 
painted as this glorious [crescendo voice] battles won, great-everyone’s the great, 
right [laughter] and so we paint this picture for kids as, ‘history is victory and success 
and greatness’ and here we are writing history as it’s pain and frustration and … 
                                                 
67 Of course psychoanalytic theorists would remark that the asides, jokes, misspoken phrases, and incomplete 
thoughts are all important; they are, but are not the focus of this particular analysis.   
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Leonard: A negative perspective.  
*** 
Alex: … So it makes me think of a question, so how do we, and this is possibly 
rhetorical, how do we, for lack of a better word, ‘the real’ how do we get the real 
history in our classrooms? … How do we do [emphasis in voice] that…with kids, and 
at what ages? You know, here I am with 7th graders, [says grade levels around room] 
so it’s tricky, because do you bring 12 and 13 year olds down the dark alley [says in 
spooky voice] of the past? Part of me thinks yes, and I think I do that a lot in my class 
and it makes me sort of aware of it now. … It’s hard.   
George: Do you face resistance with that though, do you find?  
Alex: No, no but I do recall plenty of moments in my teaching career where kids have 
said, ‘Mr. Alex this is really [pause] people did bad things, humans are bad’ you 
know all these reflections ‘this is really sad’ and then me having to sort of spin it, ‘but 
we’re trying to make it better’ you know so it’s [they laugh] so I’m having this 
moment right now of thinking about ‘oh maybe that’s how I approach it.’ 
*** 
Stephanie: …What I’m hearing is … what you all are finding to be similar is having 
perhaps a ‘critical stance’ [I used air quotation marks] towards history  
Alex: Yeah maybe we’re fixers, maybe we wanna fix it and there’s other people who 
are happy with it and want it to just be how it is… 
George: Maybe that’s just how we try and make sense of …relating to my own 
narrative that I read, I was emotion after emotion [snaps fingers] after emotion and I 
couldn’t process it all and then it’s kind of thinking back on it, ‘I have to put it in 
terms of things that I can nowadays process and, and kind of come to terms with 
because … I still can’t process my own, personal history and it’s just something we 
have to, you know, constantly [pause] think about that or … re-process that in order 
to try and make sense of ourselves and just try to figure out our identity [pause]. I feel 
like a lot of what we wrote about was identity and how history and identity are so 
ingrained within each other … but going in to when we’re teaching we never talk 
about identity when we teach history [emphasis in voice], when we teach history we 
teach wars and victories, and positive, … there’s that discrepancy between the two 
and the way that we [emphasis in voice] try and understand these things …   
*** 
Beverly: I guess it’s all, … reflective, is what it is… Even though it was a really 
broad topic we all chose not only to reflect on that moment but to reflect on ourselves 
… how we’ve changed since that moment and … we were able to narrow it down to 
things that were more so negative, the things that we would’ve wanted to be more 
positive.  
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Stephanie: Well you didn’t say whether you thought your …  
Beverly: I think mine were not negative but I think I share some of the same um 
adjectives as like frustration, being frustrated …   
Stephanie: Which one? 
Beverly: So in particular the one I wrote about my grandma, which was about when 
her school was integrated she had made this white best friend and they were best 
friends for the whole school year until the white girl’s older sister came to pick her 
up, … and she said, ‘we don’t play with n-words and you can’t play with her 
anymore’ so the girl like cut her off completely. My grandma was telling me how 
badly that hurt and how she just didn’t trust white people after that, and still doesn’t 
really today. And so in my story I was reflecting on that I was frustrated because … 
I’d been told a story of such a pure friendship and such a pure thing being tainted … 
up to that point everyone was happy-go-lucky, things were the way they were 
supposed to be and then someone who was negative came and tainted a really good 
thing, and even in that moment for me like realizing like, I’d been told that racism 
was taught but hearing it play out was really different and … being shown that it 
wasn’t an inherited thing or … the exact moment she was taught that she was not 
allowed to play with black people or interact with them. And I can only assume that 
because she was in elementary school that she stuck with that and followed that 
through. But I guess that’s the same with any idea that goes against the grain of what 
the powers that be have benefitted from … just kind of how people … grow that and 
then push it out to the kids they’re reproducing, like your kids [to Leonard] you know 
it’s an idea that’s being duplicated.  
Alex: Spreading the fear. 
Beverly: Mmmmmhhhmm.  
*** 
Stephanie: Well, so what do you make of that, I mean would you say that if you go 
through your stories your emotional connections are guilt, frustration, and fear? 
Beverly: Mmmmmhhhmm.  
George: I think it’s interesting, yeah, throughout all three of my narratives there is 
that kind of pervasive theme until the very, very end there’s this like little bit of light 
[Leonard: Mmmm] at the end of each one of mine.  
Leonard: Glimmer of hope. 
George: Yeah, like a glimmer of hope or so… I don’t really know what to make of 
that … all three of them … I understood more about myself. 
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Stephanie: So let me be provocative here, do you think that’s … how you think a 
narrative should end or is it…or you felt compelled you felt like you had to have …  
Leonard: End on a happy note?  
George: Yeah [drawn out] Yeah, I guess so. I think, trying to remember back to when 
I wrote these, … I remember being, like ‘that just all sounded so heavy’ and I didn’t 
want it to be like reading through it again I was just like ‘well that’s just too heavy’ 
and then finishing it up, just kind of this little like cherry on top of this kind of shit 
sundae … I think that that’s kind of how I viewed that it should end, and I’m 
personally one of those kind of people that gets really frustrated when there’s not this 
nice, wrapped up ending in a movie, when there’s still a lot of open ended questions 
[JS laughs] …that’s just how I [emphasis in voice] view life to be, there should 
always be some sort of silver lining to everything and I think that’s how I kind of 
punctuated all of my narratives.   
Leonard: …When you asked that question I was thinking almost from the same point 
of conventional writing, I mean it almost seems like every story does, ends, well, with 
a … happy ending … because through conventional writing you’re taught you should 
have a happy ending but  
Stephanie: Or, an ending.  
Leonard: Or an ending exactly… a resolution and that’s kind of one of the hard things 
about looking at identity and memory in general is the fact that it is a continuation, 
it’s growing, and so it’s hard to have a resolution whenever there’s always a 
tomorrow… It’s hard to generalize and say human nature in general but I mean, 
Pandora’s Box, the last thing that came out was hope, right, is it kind of like part of 
human nature to just have hope in general even on top of a shit sundae?  
George: Or have we been taught that?  
Leonard: Or have we been taught that?  
Beverly: I left all of mine kind of without a resolution … But I definitely think, I’m 
thinking back to this like story Alex was telling about how the kids … throughout his 
teaching career were like, ‘oh we’re terrible people, humanity is awful’ and he comes 
back with, ‘well, we’re trying to get better’ and I thought, I have a student in my class 
I only taught 3 white kids last year, and one of them happened to watch all of Roots 
and she is the sweetest kid and she came in like so heartbroken by everything and not 
even like with a second thought, I was like trying to console her, I’m like ‘no, it’s 
fine, like, things are getting better’ and … oh my gosh, I’m like, you know, consoling 
her, she’s the only white kid in this school and but …I felt so bad that she had to learn 
such bad things, and which I guess is kind of what you all are saying like it’s all so 
negative and you feel like you have to…     
Stephanie: But you had to learn bad things.  
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Beverly: I did have to learn bad things and sometimes I wish someone would have 
came behind me and been like, ‘but there’s something positive coming and not just 
this.’ Like my grandma’s story left at, ‘we don’t trust white people’ and then I was 
like ‘OK [sarcastically], that sounds terrible’ Yeah, it’s like I wish someone would 
have come and or had she finished it with like, ‘but that was then and this is now and 
things are different’ um which I think is part of like teaching kids in general like you 
don’t want them to leave with like such a negative and downtrodden… Yeah, you 
wanna protect them, you want them to have a reason to fight for tomorrow and have a 
reason to fight for something greater, but if you leave it all negative, ‘well egh, ugh, 
and things happen and people are bad’ then I think you lose like that Pandora’s Box 
hope, like if you don’t allow it time to come out and show itself.  
[Pause]  
Leonard: …It’s not just like a happy emotion in the mix with a sad emotion but … if 
you leave it with a sad emotion do you leave room for growth, and are we throwing in 
hope almost as a way to say, ‘OK let’s turn it on its head really quickly that way? 
Beverly:  Mmmmmhhhmm.  
George: It prevents it from being like a full stop.  
Leonard: Exactly.  
George: Like you were saying the hope itself doesn’t necessarily have to be, and 
we’re going back to that idea of positive and negative again, but the hope doesn’t 
necessarily have to be a positive hope, but it’s just leaving the room, leaving the 
space there [pause] for…  
Beverly: An option for something.   
George: Right, some sort of movement [they murmur in agreement] whatever 
direction that movement is in, still desiring that space and wanting there to be that 
room for um any sort of progression.    
By this point in the meeting, I had quite forgotten my frustration at thinking that the 
teachers had not read the Novick and Collingwood excerpts and was, instead, in awe of the 
movements in this conversation. First, there are the startled realizations that, given such an 
open prompt, to write about any connection to the past that occurs to them, many of their 
stories are saturated with feelings of anger, regret, frustration, and profound sadness. George 
suggests that perhaps this is how they “try and make sense of ourselves … to try to figure out 
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our identity;” the negativity, as they termed it, is what shapes and structures how they 
interpret the events in the world, their lives, their classrooms, and their students.  
The negativity is a critical orientation, the critical mode of historical consciousness 
proposed by Rüsen (2005; Seixas, 2005), that positions them, as Alex terms it, as “fixers” in 
contradiction to those who are happy with the statues quo. They68 recollect and describe what 
has gone wrong in the/their past, the failures and disappointments, not to depict depression or 
a particular mental state but a way of seeing the world focused on ruptures in continuity and 
progress, self definition that is “unentangled by role determinations and prescribed, pre-
determined patterns of self-understanding” (Rüsen, 2005, p. 32), and the confrontation of 
moral values “with historical evidence of their immoral origins or consequences” (Rüsen, 
2005, p. 32).    
This way of structuring and interpreting experiences and seeing and representing the 
world, as they realize, does not come without trepidation or anxiety about its psychical 
effects on students. Alex brings up the contrast between the narratives they have written and 
the school history wherein “everything is painted as this glorious [crescendo voice] battles 
won, great-everyone’s the great, right [laughter] and so we paint this picture for kids as, 
‘history is victory and success and greatness’” and his questions of, “how do we get the real 
history in our classrooms?” and “Do you bring 12 and 13 year olds down the dark alleys of 
the past?”  
                                                 
68 It’s important to point out that I recognize that “they” and “them” indicate unity and solidarity on the part of 
this group, whereas in reality, it a temporary group that has coalesced solely for the purpose of this project. This 
too, however, points to the pedagogical possibilities of this approach to the preparation of teachers, and 
specifically social studies teachers. 
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I see in this contrast more than a dichotomy between classroom history and “real” 
history in the sense of the Collingwood (1993b) “predigested history” textbook versus 
curriculum that allows for analysis and interpretation, the dichotomy named and taken for 
granted in education scholarship I have mentioned in previous chapters. Instead, the contrast 
Alex outlines evokes for me light and darkness, a clear path and an unlit alleyway: it is not 
simply that textbooks present history in a “positive” (which I am not fully confident Alex 
implies— after all, he, and later George, mentions battles and victories in wars), but that they 
present a way of structuring knowledge of world and self that presents a clear path forward, a 
telos of sorts, whereas the “real” history and ways of understanding the world the group 
discusses suggest that a walk through the dark alley of the past may not have a clear, 
knowable destination.   
As illustrative of the group’s concerns with “negativity” and its effects on students, 
Beverly brings up the narrative she wrote about her grandmother’s childhood experience with 
the racist classmate (which is not the narrative she had read and discussed with the group in 
Seminar 1), and the emotional devastation this lesson about “not trusting white people” 
causes. She describes her desire to have learned a “story of such a pure friendship” about 
“the way things were supposed to be” but instead is left frustrated and disappointed at her 
grandmother’s pain but also at her own. Thinking about and making meaning of the past with 
a critical historical consciousnesses is not as simple as acknowledging “bad” history and 
making a commitment to pointing it out to young people: it also entails putting a human face 
to the “patterns” and truths such an orientation discovers and addressing the emotional 
effects of this discovery. Beverly explains, “I’d been told that racism was taught but hearing 
it play out was really different and … being shown that it wasn’t an inherited thing.”  
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Beverly interprets this specific, particular story about the forced integration of schools 
in the South as an assumption that “because she was in elementary school … she stuck with 
that and followed that [racism] through.” She connects this to a more general rule about “any 
idea that goes against the grain of what the powers that be [benefit] from … people … grow 
that and then push it out to the kids they’re reproducing, like your kids [to Leonard] you 
know it’s an idea that’s being duplicated.” While the ending of her narrative “Segregated 
Schools” seems to have left open the idea that “ideas against the grain,” that an interracial 
friendship was possible because of its naturalness and spontaneity, have a chance of survival, 
the discussion and interpretation seems to point us to the idea that perhaps people choose 
hate and fear after all and “push it out” to the next generation.  
When I ask, following this and Alex’s recollection of his students’ lamentation that 
“people did bad things, humans are bad,” what they make of their emotional connections to 
the past being mostly related guilt, frustration, and fear, George notices that “throughout all 
three of my narratives there is that kind of pervasive theme until the very, very end there’s 
this like little bit of light at the end of each one of mine.” Though he “doesn’t know what to 
make of that” he related that his “little cherry on top of this kind of shit sundae” is a 
reflection of how he structures his interpretations of the world:  
I’m personally one of those kind of people that gets really frustrated when there’s not 
this nice, wrapped up ending in a movie, when there’s still a lot of open ended 
questions …that’s just how I [emphasis in voice] view life to be, there should always 
be some sort of silver lining to everything and I think that’s how I kind of punctuated 
all of my narratives.   
Leonard seems to question, and prompt George to do so as well, the assumption that 
the “glimmer of hope” ending represents a way of being by pointing out that in “conventional 
writing you’re taught you should have a happy ending” and that the very nature of the past 
makes such an attempt quite difficult:  
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Leonard: That’s kind of one of the hard things about looking at identity and memory 
in general is the fact that it is a continuation, it’s growing, and so it’s hard to have a 
resolution whenever there’s always a tomorrow… It’s hard to generalize and say 
human nature in general but I mean, Pandora’s Box, the last thing that came out was 
hope, right, is it kind of like part of human nature to just have hope in general even on 
top of a shit sundae?  
George: Or have we been taught that?  
Leonard: Or have we been taught that?  
In their discussion, the two are not only questioning the decision, deliberate or not, to 
end their narratives on a more optimistic note, but I see this exchange as a question about 
narrative forms in structuring experience and the ways in which we make meaning of these 
experiences. In Chapter 2, I discussed the mutually constitutive relationship between 
narrative and historical consciousness, what Polkinghorne (2005) calls narrative structuring, 
that describes how people sort and order their various experiences into stories that help to 
make sense of human activity. The idea that “we have been taught” (perhaps this is a 
reference to the mention of myth of Pandora’s box) to “have hope even on top of a shit 
sundae” (Leonard) is a recognition of this concept, and, further, a recognition of the 
contingency tied to the frameworks we construct to make sense of the past. Rüsen (2005b) 
describes the construction of historical narratives as a human response to the threat of the 
experience of time itself, a way to see “a meaningful pattern in the course of time, a pattern 
responding to human hopes and intentions” (p. 10).  
And yet! Beverly reframes this narrative impulse as more complex than a construct to 
organize and interpret our relationship to time as she introduces additional pedagogical 
implications. She returns to Alex’s reply to students troubled by what they have learned with 
him that “ well, we’re trying to get better.” She brings up an example from her own teaching 
in which she comforts a child who has “learned” about racism for the seemingly the first 
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time, “She came in like so heartbroken by everything and not even like with a second 
thought, I was trying to console her.” The consolation she offers addresses the student’s 
feelings in that moment, but also a pedagogical imperative not to “leave with … such a 
negative and downtrodden” view of the world. More specifically she focuses on the necessity 
of hope:  
Yeah, you wanna protect them, you want them to have a reason to fight for tomorrow 
and have a reason to fight for something greater, but if you leave it all negative, ‘well 
egh, ugh, and things happen and people are bad’ then I think you lose like that 
Pandora’s Box hope, like if you don’t allow it time to come out and show itself. 
Adding to their re-examination of the function of hope in the narrative structuring of 
the past, the group then qualifies hope itself as more than a “happy emotion in the mix with a 
sad emotion” (Leonard). Instead, they evoke the earlier discussion of how and when to let 
students go “through their own process” (Leonard, Seminar 1), even if they “never get there” 
(Alex, Seminar 1): hope “doesn’t necessarily have to be a positive hope, … it’s just leaving 
the room, leaving the space there [pause] for” (George), it is “an option for something” 
(Beverly), “some sort of movement, whatever direction that movement is in, still desiring 
that space and wanting there to be that room for … any sort of progression” (George).  
5.2.5 Naming the Absent-Present Teacher: The Person Behind Me 
At the end of Chapter 4, I introduced the idea of the absent-present teacher in the 
narratives of experience these teachers wrote. I described how, as in Robinson’s (1997) 
Housekeeping, there was often no teacher to help them translate and interpret their 
understandings about the past, or a “bad” teacher who injured their relationships to 
themselves and to the world. In the narratives, this teacher, and the complex emotional 
dynamics of a relationship with her, remained unarticulated, present only in what the 
narratives suggest, but do not say. Laura’s nanny and grandmother who age out of her life, 
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George’s father who introduces but does not explain his abhorrent Northern family, 
Beverly’s brutally honest grandmother, Alex’s mother who digs up the family’s painful past: 
these are the despised, longed for, rejected, neglected, forgotten, and remembered teachers. It 
is Beverly who introduces us to this elusive teacher-figure, one that she wishes had been 
present as she made sense of her grandmother’s story,  
I wish someone would have came [sic] behind me and been like, ‘but there’s 
something positive coming and not just this.’ Like my grandma’s story left at, ‘we 
don’t trust white people’ and then I was like ‘OK [sarcastically], that sounds terrible’ 
Yeah, it’s like I wish someone would have come and or had she finished it with like, 
‘but that was then and this is now and things are different.’ 
Beverly expresses the desire for someone to stand behind her, but what is/should be 
the role of this figure? 
5.2.6 Humans Are Bad, But We’re Trying to Make it Better: Making Sense of Our Stories  
In the previous seminar, the teachers began to grapple with the tensions inherent in 
narrativity between cosmological and phenomenological time, as Polkinghorne (2005) has 
described them, the former universal, and the latter the individual’s unique experience and 
interpretation of time. On the one hand their narratives function continuing stories (Bruner, 
2005) smoothed and shaped to communicate the message of the group’s focus on “progress 
and growth” On the other, their descriptions of their individual stories question this easy 
cohesion: they present  their specific experiences of the past as deviations from the narratives 
of the past passed on to them. Wedged between these two ways of describing their 
connections to the past, I detected the first articulations of their trepidations about difficult or 
dangerous knowledge.  
I opened Chapter 2 by likening the project of keeping house to the project of making 
sense of the past: ordering and tidying life in attempts to establish some kind of permanence 
or coherence. The sisters in Housekeeping (1997), alienated from the narratives that bind 
 168 
together the people of their town, sort through and try to make meaning (unsuccessfully) of 
the trinkets and photo albums scattered around the house, as well as their aunt Sylvie’s 
memories, to connect with their mother and weave a coherent family story. In this seminar, 
the teachers engage in their own project of housekeeping, sifting through their narratives and 
each other’s interpretations to recognize the symbols and representations that bind them to 
others and those that bestow special pedagogical responsibilities.  
In “Telling Stories, Making History: Toward a Narrative Psychology of the Historical 
Construction of Meaning” psychologist Jürgen Straub (2005), as I have mentioned, seeks to 
answer, among other questions, what it means to understand oneself, one’s world, and the 
world of others historically. Central to answering this question are the various functions and 
structures of narrative and the processes used to interpret and make meaning of narratives we 
encounter. What I found most interesting about the second seminar is that the teachers’ 
enactment of meaning making practices within their own lived experiences diverged: one 
path presented their meaning making practices as individuals and the other as teachers.  
I have discussed in the analysis of the seminar the ways in which the teachers made 
sense of their own and each other’s individual narratives. These narratives and their thoughts 
about them functioned in the various ways outlined by Bruner (2005), Polkinghorne (2005) 
and Straub (2005). Leonard, for instance, tells the group, through the language of frustration 
at students, a narrative of his work to “come to this progressive viewpoint” and how he looks 
back at his own past identity and wishes he could have changed his views earlier. It is a 
narrative that functions to “present a form by which subjects can mark out the temporal depth 
dimension of their identity in particular … concerned with reference groups relevant to 
identity to which the subject feels it belongs, or from which it withdraws” (Straub, 2005b, p. 
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64). He was like them (his students, his conservative hometown) and no longer is. George 
makes meaning of the “hidden identity” in his past through a narrative that functions to heal 
or reduce anxiety (Straub, 2005) in the present: he recognizes (through his words to Leonard) 
how far he has come and that he is now “one of those kind of people that gets really 
frustrated when there’s not this nice, wrapped up ending in a movie, when there’s still a lot of 
open ended …that’s just how I [emphasis in voice] view life to be, there should always be 
some sort of silver lining to everything.” It is a story of coming to terms with his past self and 
looking for the “cherry on the shit sundae.”  
The ways the teachers make meaning of their stories as they narrate their particular, 
individual experiences publically are complex and express ambiguity and tensions, despite 
the impulses toward cohesion within them, between past and present. And yet I saw a 
different narrative, one that they started to construct together in relating their narratives to 
their lives as teachers. Straub does point out that almost all narratives, and historical 
narratives in particular, serve moral and pedagogical functions: 
‘As long as stories are told, and as long as these stories concern human actions, 
valorative and normative standpoints and objectives will play a role … Historical 
narratives communicate experiences and expectations, values, rules, norms, and 
orientations, and possibly present them with educational intent’ (p. 66).    
The stories the teachers had begun to characterize as hopeless and negative, their 
own, took on a new function as they considered what they might mean for their lives as 
teachers. George is the first to point out this divergence in the ways the group makes sense of 
the past: “When we’re teaching we never talk about identity when we teach history 
[emphasis in voice], … we teach wars and victories,  … there’s that discrepancy between the 
two and the way that we [emphasis in voice] try and understand these things.” Of course the 
argument can be made that they do not address issues of identity in teaching history because 
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these are not part of the mandated curriculum/content the group, but I see this interjection 
about more than curriculum; it is about how they make sense of the narratives as teachers.    
In thinking about Hayden White’s (1987) ideas about the narrative construction of the 
past that gives it meaning and coherence, I had wondered about teachers’ work in organizing 
the curricular representations of the past and the kinds of meanings they communicate to 
students. How do they, so to speak, “prefigure” the field in the questions they ask of history? 
As George and Alex point out, the content they teach involves battles and generals and “the 
dark alley of the past” and as Beverly illustrated with her example from “The Silk Road” the 
teaching of the past involved making connections between the past and present. These are of 
course related to the historical thinking skills I have discussed, but in their conversation the 
teachers also work through asking themselves: what is the story of the past I want to tell?  
The story looks a bit different for each teacher. Alex pieces together how his own 
guilt about his family’s involvement in the slavery might shape the narrative he tells his 
students and his vision of himself as a “fixer,” “trying to make it better.” Leonard works 
through the idea that his feelings toward his past self drive his intensity to present narratives 
that oppose his students’ perspectives. George and Beverly think through the role of hope 
and conclusions in their pedagogical approach to the past: the former seeks not only 
coherence but stories with a “silver lining” and the latter eschews the certainty of a fixed 
ending.   Together, however, the group seeks an answer to Alex’s question of whether and 
how to bring students down the “dark alley of the past.” Yes, they seem to agree, we should 
do real history that brings them down this alley, as Alex has phrased it, but perhaps the 
“spin,” the specifically pedagogical way of prefiguring the evidentiary record and the 
narratives of the past, is to frame the past around the message to students that “we’re trying 
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to get better.” They have agreed on the importance of communicating hope to students in a 
way that transcends a “positive” hope, a hope that, as they have phrased it, leaves room for 
movement or progression, but what will be in this space between hope and the dark alleys of 
the past? 
5.3 Seminar 3 
5.3.1 Overview 
Because of conflicting schedules, I split Seminar 3 into two sections. The readings 
and initial topics for discussion were, however, the same. For coherence and smoothness of 
my own narrative, I have interpreted their discussions in separate sections.  We began with a 
summary of the previous meeting and I provided a rationale for the reading assignment, one 
with which they admitted to having struggled. We addressed the collision between facts and 
experiences in the study of the past, the effects of “boiling down people’s lives into a topic” 
(George) in the curriculum, the limits of and fears they have about empathy, and the 
challenges of addressing emotional reactions to the past in the classroom.  
5.3.2 Introduction 
In order to generate conversation about their intense and intensely emotional 
connections to the past and the place of hope in teaching history that we discussed in Seminar 
2, and because of their allusions to teaching the darker parts of history and difficult 
knowledge in general, I assigned Simon and Eppert’s (1997) article, “Remembering 
Obligation: Pedagogy and the Witnessing of Testimony of Historical Trauma.”69 The 
teachers’ response to this reading could be summed up in Alex’s comment, “That reading 
was no joke, … I had to reread it!”  
                                                 
69 See Appendix 4 for summaries of reading. 
 172 
The groups were unusually talkative and frenetic in the beginning as they fetched 
their dinner and settled into the discussion, talking over each other, relating their schooldays, 
and even discussing how the reading related to recent lessons in their classrooms. Harriet, for 
example, recounted how she and her students debated the question “Do symbols matter?” 
through the prompt of whether Andrew Jackson should stay on the 20-dollar bill. The 
conversation quickly turned to the Confederate monuments here in North Carolina, and while 
this reading was indeed challenging in terms of the concepts discussed and perhaps even the 
language and construction of the argument, I also suspect that the specter of the presidential 
election was never far from our thoughts.  
Our previous meetings, including the informal get together, had taken place in the 
summer and early fall when a Clinton presidency seemed like a sure thing.  These two 
meetings, however, were days away from Election Day. Weary from the grotesqueness of the 
Republican candidate and confused about how to address some of the unprecedented 
situations his antics had led to in their schools (they shared stories of kids chanting “build the 
wall!” students conflicted about their parents’ values and their own, students who challenged 
teachers on tolerance and inclusivity, students of color/undocumented students experiencing 
severe anxiety), the teachers thoughts about commemorative ethics and historical trauma 
were intensified. They brought up these examples from their own classrooms when the tape 
recorder was not on and I often debated whether to address the election in our conversations. 
I ultimately decided against it out of respect for the space we had created together. I intuited 
that because they did not directly bring up the ugliness of the campaigns and their palpable 
dread, our discussions were a temporary refuge.      
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5.3.3 Seminar 3, Section 1: Weird Circles, Bad Others, and Fear Bubbles 
Perhaps a prescient connection to the coming introduction of “fake news”, the 
teachers responded to the question of what they made of the reading by immediately bringing 
up the testimony of the Holocaust survivor. In this particular example, Simon and Eppert 
(1997) discuss professor of psychiatry Dori Laub’s interview with a Survivor for the Yale 
Video Archives for Holocaust Testimonies and how her testimony conflicted with historians’ 
definitions of accuracy and credibility. Simon and Eppert (1997) point out that the “textured 
excess” in this woman’s testimony “marks something beyond the limits of what can be 
spoken through available discourses for articulating incomprehensible violence and human 
loss” (p.182). The testimony functions as a different way of understanding the past from the 
epistemological commitments of academic history:  
Through this textured excess, testimony does more than provide information. This 
excess makes evident the trauma, loss, and desire woven into practices that re-tell 
traumatic events. In this intricate testimonial weave, the ‘said’ of the testimony 
gestures toward its inevitable failure to say enough, or to say what needs to be said 
well enough. To witness the excess of testimony, one must be prepared not only to 
judge the significance of what is said but also to situate the said within the relational 
encounter marking it as something beyond the merely ‘said.’ This relation, marked as 
a ‘saying,’ undoes the instrumental certainty of the ‘said.’ For Laub, the textured 
speech and silences that bore witness to the woman’s experiences of resistance and 
survival were more significant than the event’s empirical facts. The woman’s 
narration was organized through a historical sensibility that testified to the breakage 
of the frame of the concentration-camp universe wherein such events were 
unbelievable. By attending to the saying of her testimony, a saying which disrupts 
any straightforward thematic interpretation of her ‘said,’ Laub opened a path to 
another way of rendering the obligations of acknowledgement, remembrance, and 
consequence (p. 182).   
The discussion about the historians’ reaction to the woman’s account, and of their 
interpretations of Simon’s and Eppert’s point that there are testimonies of experiences that 
function in other ways than to provide facts and information, led to a conversation that was 
the most discursively difficult to navigate of the project up to this point. Mimicking the 
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“excesses” and limits of language described in the Simon and Eppert piece, there were 
threads of incomplete thoughts, questions, and comments, lost trains of thought, retractions, 
long pauses, hesitations, and comments followed by declarations of ignorance about their 
purpose throughout this discussion about experience and history, the limits/limitations of 
empathy and ambiguity, and teachers’ pedagogical fears. 
Stephanie:  We’ve talked about facts, the role of facts and evidence in history, and 
our teaching of history, so what did you make of the value of her account?  
George: It kind of made me question, [whispers] I don’t know why I did this I started 
without thinking, … I think it just made me think about everything in terms of … in 
terms of the individual, not the individual person, but when you’re thinking about 
ancient Egypt … you have to consider that there were individual human beings living 
in that civilization. They were themselves experiencing a day to day life and I, we, 
tend to teach it in, ‘Oh this is an entire civilization I’m going to teach you about it in a 
day and a half. So that’s just something that I kind of grappling with while reading 
this was we’re boiling down people’s lives into a topic.  
LONG PAUSE  
Alex: Well I think about that all the time, I teach ancient civilizations and just the 
idea that, and to me that’s sort of the Howard Zinn kind of thing, you know the 
people, … We were talking about if the United Nations was back 2,000 years ago 
during the Xin Dynasty in China, and they were having to respond to human rights 
violations that were occurring … and look at the accomplishments of the Xin and 
…to call out, ‘Yeah but when you were building this wall, thousands of people were 
dying’ … and some kid connected to it like, ‘oh that’s like the Worker Rights 
History’ but the poem is basically talking about basically we glorify these generals, 
we glorify these single events but how about all the people, the slave who built the 
mansion or harvested the cotton which made the money or the person that built the 
wall or the soldier that cooked Alexander’s food when he was conquering, just all that 
stuff. I’ve really just been sort of on a mission probably to a fault to try and bring that 
[emphasis in voice] perspective to the students. … 
LONG PAUSE  
Stephanie:  So, maybe this will provoke more conversation: I presented this to you as 
a different kind of response to the past and to history. What they write about are 
ethics of witnessing and particularly in terms of trauma, when we learn something 
bad or negative about the past … so when you’re confronted with something that’s 
maybe not ‘history’ [put in air quotes] what do students, what do you make of it?  
Alex: What do you mean by that? When you confront something that’s not history?  
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Stephanie: Well history in the sense that the historians said, ‘well that’s not really 
what happened there was one chimney’ and … it wasn’t a matter of being pedantic 
about it, it was a matter of ensuring that Holocaust deniers don’t have a reason to 
claim otherwise. And I’m sure we can think of many examples in which people kind 
of repress experiences with facts.  
Group: Mmmhmmm 
Stephanie: So that’s what I mean by ‘not history.’ 
*** 
George: … Because as a world history, pretty much any history class you have to talk 
about World War II and you have to talk about the Holocaust and it’s one of the 
hardest things to teach about because you’re trying to talk about an event of a 
magnitude, this, that’s unfathomable and boil it down to 30 minutes, an hour and …  
[sighs] I think I lost my train of thought.  
Alex: I think you’re on to something, or at least you’re sparking something in me. 
[Pauses to chew]  
Stephanie: I probably should have made something that’s easier to chew.  
Alex … I think I shared this story in here already about these letters projects my kids 
do [people say mmmhmmm] did I talk about the one who wrote about Serbia? The 
Black Hand? I mention that?  
Stephanie: You wrote about it in the story but you didn’t read that one. 
Alex: So this is what I’m thinking and you can tell me if I’m off track but you know 
the history says, there’s this Serbian group, the Black Hand, they’re terrorists … they 
were responsible for the assassination of Franz Ferdinand … but then I had this kid 
who, whose family is Serbian …, and the project was choose someone from your 
family and you have to write them letters and they write you letters and it’s primary 
sources. … So you learn about person X from Persons A and B and C and D. So 
person X was a great, great, great uncle who was one of the 7 members of the Black 
Hand who was on the assassination route.  
George: Wow!  
Alex: And they were all ready to assassinate, … So he didn’t pull the trigger but he 
was one of them who was there and ready … And all the family members A, B, C, D, 
E they wrote in their letters to Maxie, the student, about how this family member, this 
great uncle was a hero. …History says, you know, these are terrorists, this is bad, to 
them, to their family’s experience, this was a family member who was doing a heroic 
thing for them, so I thought that was a major turning point for me as a history teacher, 
cause I thought, ‘oh my gosh’ they just flipped the whole script.  
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Harriet: My brain was kind of going there in our discussion as well, just thinking 
about… quote ‘not history’ it would be hard for me because someone that we know is 
a Holocaust survivor. It would be hard for me to be OK with labeling them ‘not 
history’ because I recognize that their experience has been so traumatic for various 
reasons but it would be much easier for me to label someone a Confederate believing 
the Lost Cause narrative or a Confederate descendent if they are writing a letter … to 
want to label that ‘this is not history,’ like, ‘Students, let’s look at this and figure out 
why this isn’t true and um let’s pull out the elements of the Lost Cost narrative by 
looking at this person’s writing and I would by much more comfortable picking apart 
someone’s personal experience if I genuinely either disagreed with their perspective 
or found their … OK I know that historian’s have looked at things from the past and 
said this plus this equals Lost Cause narrative, and OK my mind accepts that 
[emphasis in voice] almost as fact. So I don’t know that’s where I’m going now, why. 
Well I guess I know why. … I’m more comfortable labeling certain things and using 
certain individuals’ experiences for the purpose of being torn apart but I would not 
necessarily be comfortable using people’s personal experiences if I had a lot of 
sympathy for them or even empathy, and again I don’t know where I’m going with 
that but just sort of thinking out loud.  
Stephanie: well what it brings to my mind is, is that [pause] so let me try to get there. 
So that particular part in the chapter where they’re talking about shadow texts and the 
asking of very difficult questions, right. And acknowledging those questions … so a 
Confederate soldier or a Holocaust survivor … we’re choosing ones that we know are 
‘right’ or ‘safe’ so then what are we, what are we trying to avoid, both in our selves 
and in our students when we’re doing that? Does that make sense?  
George: Yeah  
Harriet:  Mmmmhmmmm. I mean OK if I use the example of a Lost Cause narrative, 
I [emphasis in voice] don’t necessarily have to worry about this as much based on the 
students that I teach, but if I were teaching a different population, maybe Leonard’s 
experience, right, I would be afraid of, if I give these students a letter from a 
Confederate soldier who was in a prisoner of war camp … or was just fighting for the 
Confederacy and was starving and then he’s writing home, or let’s say that his 
descendent is writing about the stories that they heard growing up, I would [emphasis 
in voice] be afraid of my students sympathizing with that person because I do 
[emphasis in voice] have a position of, in some ways because of my, what I consider 
my historical knowledge, I have a position of judgment on those people.  
Stephanie: So what do we fear in the sympathy? 
Harriet: That’s true. … No, it is [emphasis in voice] hard for me to imagine my 
classroom of Black and Latino students saying, ‘oh yes this guy is praising the good 
old days of slavery and I totally agree with him.’  
Stephanie: Well… 
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Harriet: I don’t think that they would necessarily say that.   
Stephanie: Sympathy might not be agreement, though.  
Harriet: I can see them being able to make the jump, the same way that I think we 
[emphasis in voice] can make the jump of, ‘I can look at people in the past and 
understand’ right? And in no way would I be able to sympathize [emphasis in voice] 
with a Nazi guard at Dachau or Auschwitz but I could understand [emphasis in 
voice].  
Stephanie: Because you know you’re not supposed to?  
Harriet: Right, because I know I’m not supposed to, but I can understand [emphasis 
in voice] why they did that. But I think that’s a very dark part of humanity that people 
don’t want to acknowledge because even me saying that is ‘Oh but you don’t, oh 
don’t put that in the transcript’ you know that someone can sit there and say well I 
can understand socially why they did that culturally. … I can make the argument that 
would justify it for the person in that time period, but I want to be really clear that 
that’s not how I am now and that’s not who I am, and if it were me today I would 
never…[trails off].  
Stephanie: And that’s part of what they’re saying, that we also wonder, that’s part of 
that secondary narrative, what would I have done? Would I have been complicit? 
Harriet: Right. [Pause] And I think it’s part of what we don’t want to acknowledge 
about the present as well. Am I consistently complicit in situations of injustice? Am I 
complicit in organizations that I know are corrupt? Am I?  Probably, absolutely, but 
do I want to acknowledge that? I prefer not to, but I’m really happy pointing out other 
people that are. And I think that’s part of humanity and also part of History, it’s much 
as a history teacher I love it, ‘let’s do some critical thinking, talking about all the bad 
people from the past, let’s look at how that influences today, oh yeah, yeah, yeah, 
yeah, let’s see how it builds into the systems of today that are negative, unjust, and 
oppressing you’, but do any of us want to acknowledge our roles right now in those? 
Probably not, not nearly as much as I would want to point out in history, I don’t know 
maybe now I just went into a weird circle I’m not sure if that makes sense.    
This “weird circle” begins with the teachers’ discomfort with “boiling down people’s 
lives into a topic” (George). I see this as more than the perennial complaint about the lack of 
time to teach all that must be taught in year, but a complaint about history with no humans, or 
at least with no humanity. We had spent several hours in previous meetings discussing their 
narratives, rich, complex expressions of their subjectivity, and had read about the complexity 
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of learning about the past—the ambiguities and moments that exceeded representation— and 
are reminded that what they teach, as George and Alex point out are, instead, topics.  
Picking up on this line of thought I attempted to articulate a question about how they 
and their students responded to calls like Alex’s to remember “the people” in thinking about 
the past. I wanted to ask about situations, such as the one in the assigned reading, when the 
people, human experiences, conflict with official accounts, or as I phrased it “examples in 
which people repress experiences with facts” or “not-history.” While I had intended to 
provoke more conversation with that phrase, it had the effect of moving the conversation 
away from the connections and breaks between the particular and “the story” toward the 
fragility of the categories we use to describe our experiences of the past. “Not history” was 
confusing, and I thought led us to talk about seeing history from multiple perspectives 
(Alex’s Black Hand Gang anecdote). It is the work of the historical thinker to determine the 
significance and meaning of the facts as well as the experiences of those facts (Collingwood, 
1993b), as Alex has reconsidered after reading his student’s letter.  
Harriet leads us in a much more interesting direction, however, by voicing her doubts 
about the consideration of “other” experiences in teaching about the past:  are there certain 
experiences we fear acknowledging in the classroom? She makes a distinction between 
people for whom she feels empathy versus those for whom she does not:  
I’m more comfortable labeling certain things and using certain individuals’ 
experiences for the purpose of being torn apart but I would not necessarily be 
comfortable using people’s personal experiences if I had a lot of sympathy for them 
or even empathy, and again I don’t know where I’m going with that but just sort of 
thinking out loud.  
She brings up Confederate soldiers and Lost Cause narratives, which became one of 
our ever-present examples through discussions of Leonard’s narratives, to explain how, in 
contrast to the testimony of a Survivor, she would feel comfortable disavowing such 
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experiences as “not history” or false. Perhaps she makes this statement because she feels she 
must not worry about how her students would respond to the testimonies of a Confederate 
soldier; they are minority students and not like Leonard’s students. This presented a 
challenge to me: I asked her to talk more about “the kinds of students” she teachers, which 
brought us full “weird circle.”   
It is not a matter, then, of knowing how students will respond to this particular 
example in history or “knowing” that a Confederate soldier’s letters home are expressions of 
a Lost Cause narrative she dismisses as fiction. Rather, the predicament we dig out of our 
exchange is that there is a double fear beneath her seeming assurance that she need not worry 
about Black and Latino responses to these hypothetical letters: a fear that sharing such letters 
might communicate to students that the project of “understanding” in history implies 
sympathy, and the fear that discussions around historical sources such as these will 
acknowledge the presence of a particular past in the present. It is the only time in the project 
that any of the teachers acknowledge being recorded; Harriet’s statement “Oh, but don’t put 
that in the transcript” demonstrates her deep discomfort with even the possibility of 
confusion that “that’s not how I am now and that’s not who I am, and if it were me I would 
never…” 
George, thinking back to our discussions of the narratives brings us back to the 
impulse toward hope in teaching about the darker parts of history. He complicates my 
challenge to Harriet by suggesting that are other reasons for teaching Holocaust survivor or 
slave narratives and testimonies:  
George: … I think that’s maybe why we use Holocaust survivors’ narratives, and 
that’s why use the narratives of different slaves to teach these periods …. Thinking 
about last week, we want to have this light at the end of the tunnel, this happened … 
this is a Holocaust survivor, this is their account, but then, 1945 World War II ends, 
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the camps are liberated, here’s this account of slavery here’s their hardship, here’s 
blab bla bla, maybe they die, BUT you know [pause] 
Stephanie: We don’t have slavery now?  
George: We don’t have slavery now. So there is that kind of silver lining that hope 
that we want to be able to leave off with, versus teaching about a Confederate soldier, 
teaching about a Nazi guard, there isn’t that sort of sense of comfort at the end when 
you’re talking about this as a living breathing person, and maybe that Nazi guard did 
have a moral struggle with what was going on we don’t consider that ever, we 
consider that they were a horrible person doing a horrible thing … but we’re worried 
about their emotions and senses of well-being as a human and we don’t want to fill 
their bodies with this idea of negativity because we know our own personal histories.   
While I did want to pursue his line of recognition of the meta-narrative of curriculum 
as one that ultimately seeks to give students a sense of hope, or at least not devastate them 
(this was the conceptualization of hope we had settled upon at this point in the project), in the 
moment I wanted to challenge the group to re-enter Harriet’s “weird circle” of Confederate 
soldiers and Nazis (examples I was afraid we were stuck with for the rest of the project). The 
following excerpts represent this exploration: 
Stephanie:  I’ll go back to the question I asked before, what do we stand to gain and 
what do we stand to lose … when we avoid those difficult questions? … 
Harriet: … To go back to what do I fear from that … how do I answer the questions 
my students are going to have, because how do I even answer them myself? And I 
think that’s part of being a teacher in general, but especially when we’re looking at 
the human experience, ‘Oh, whoa, please don’t ask me about good versus evil 
because, I’m not really sure that I have an answer’, so can we really adequately ever 
[drawn out] tackle these really difficult issues in school? Or even in our own 
existence? Is that what I’m afraid of? Perhaps? You know, ‘we have 180 days, so 
guys I want you to learn some really important things, and be a critical thinker, and 
there we go, but I’m not sure that I can answer your questions about human nature 
and OK, and you know … let’s look at this Nazi guard and sympathize with him,’ so 
I think part of our fear, or my fear, as teachers is, I’m not sure where I want that to go 
because I don’t know as an individual, and also I think what do we fear I don’t want 
to be seen as the person who throws out there, unless it’s very [pause] clear… 
Stephanie: That Nazis are human, too?   
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Harriet: Right, unless it’s very clear [in megaphone voice] ‘this is just an exercise in 
critical thinking everyone!’ Other than that, I’d rather not. Um because, do I want to 
be the teacher that said Nazis are human, too? 
Harriet: Even though [Alex: Even though they are] you’re communicating that 
humans are the ones acting in history? 
[All excitedly talking over each other] 
George: I mean, obviously we know that a Nazi soldier or a Confederate soldier ‘was 
human’ but do we?   
Harriet: He’s part of the aggregate?  
George: Right, right, do we attribute the same humanity?   
Stephanie: He’s not one of the people.  
George: Right. Yeah, so would we give them the same … humanity, that we would 
… a person that was in [emphasis in voice] a concentration camp? They clearly were 
experiencing anguish and pain and grief and the worst thing that could ever happen to 
someone, and then this other person on a higher level … they’re not even human, so 
why should we have to sympathize with them? And then [pause] nope, lost it. 
Alex: Well, and that’s, that’s been going on, right? …You know this whole othering 
of [George: Everybody] everybody that’s been going on you know we’re pattern 
repeaters as humans, we keep repeating the same patterns and I think we also have 
our own agendas hidden beneath our pedagogy and I know I was thinking when you 
were talking, you know my whole [in self-mocking tone] social justice ‘let’s think of 
the people and think of the oppressed’ well I would be a fool, a liar, not to say that I 
would be afraid of getting someone to think of the Other that I consider is the bad 
Other … 
*** 
George: So are we afraid of doing this because we ourselves are afraid for ourselves, 
for our own posterity? 
Harriet: I’m thinking about the flip side of the question, well what do we have to gain 
from… viewing both sides … 
Alex: Humanizing the Nazi? 
Stephanie: Asking difficult questions? Asking dark questions?   
Harriet: Humanizing Nazis: What do we have to gain from humanizing Nazis? [Said 
in a voice as if introducing a book or paper] 
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*** 
Harriet: If my purpose is to get them to think largely about human nature, what would 
have happened to me, would I have survived, collaborated, resisted, is that still my 
purpose? And if so, isn’t that actually in some ways, I hadn’t really thought about 
until now, fulfilling what I want to do in my history class even more so because if I 
want to give this hope, this light at the end of the tunnel, I need my students to 
realize, and I need to realize, that everyone has been and continues to be just human, 
and if we don’t look at the ‘just humans’ the Nazis, the ‘just humans’ the 
Confederates … and acknowledge that there is a nasty part of them, that is also a 
nasty part of us, will we ever have that hope, if we don’t tell the whole story, but 
[drawn out and dramatic!] I don’t want to be the Nazi sympathizer. 
[All excitedly talking over each other.] 
*** 
George: That made me think the old German man ... So we did this student teaching 
abroad thing for a month in Germany and … oh god I haven’t thought about this for 
so long,  … my initial host family placement was this old German man who spoke 
barely any English and it was just like a really generally uncomfortable …  like he 
had Confederate flags in his house in Germany, it was really strange. … I eventually 
moved out with another host family because it was just like a really strange, it was a 
bad situation. He made me have cake with him one afternoon in his parlor …which 
was very nice of him, and then and in the best English he could muster, just like 
started telling me about his life and like how he grew up in Nazi Germany and was in 
the Hitler Youth, and his parents were members of the Party, and fully supportive, 
and he ended the whole thing just by saying, I can’t remember, … something along 
the lines of, ‘those were the good old days’ or ‘things aren’t the way they used to be.’ 
… For the short time I lived there would spend a lot of time talking negatively about 
the immigrants in Germany, …, I don’t remember what made me think of this, but 
um, and my initial reaction to all of that was complete aversion, was just, ‘oh my god 
I’m living with this old man that used to be in the Hitler Youth, and supported Hitler 
and is xenophobic now and hasn’t changed at all, but then now I’m thinking, ‘well 
now I also need to take into account the context of his childhood and the kind of 
culture and climate that he came to age in and was, you know [PAUSE], I don’t even 
know…So then I think it was kind of challenging, or struggling with the same thing, 
was how do I, do sit there and say ‘yeah, yeah, wow that’s…  
Alex: Cool [said sarcastically]  
George:  Or do I admonish him for what he’s saying?  
Alex: You motherfucker.  
George: You eighty year old German man, no I can’t do that, he’s very, very old, you 
know, so I think that’s just another thing when we’re talking about why do we avoid 
these things because they just make us uncomfortable, I just remember being the 
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whole time I was living there with everything happening with the very pervasive Nazi 
themes … that were just in his house, just being wholly uncomfortable with the 
situation, and I don’t know, maybe that’s [trails off]  
*** 
Harriet: I thinking about, for some reason it’s easier, well it’s still incredibly difficult, 
but I can consider understanding a Nazi in their own context, and I can consider 
would it have been me, would I have collaborated, would I have resisted while it’s in 
the past. But it’s difficult for me to think about someone who’s still living saying 
things about the past and not having changed their mind or their opinions or their 
experiences … when people are still living and they’re interpreting the past a certain 
way, I do [emphasis in voice] tend to want to draw a line in the sand and say, ‘no 
we’re not going to have some moral relativism where it’s OK to say ‘those were the 
days’ I want it to be really clear that I don’t think and I’m not … I’m not really sure 
what I’m saying.  
*** 
Stephanie: So, is ambiguity dangerous? 
[All excitedly talking over each other.] 
Harriet: Well what I was thinking as more stories were coming out and being 
discussed I was thinking, well I do want to have a really clear position in the present 
on what is moral, or what it immoral, or what is acceptable and what is unacceptable. 
And if I say that we can’t necessarily do that in the past because we must understand 
them in their own context, and with their own personal conflicts, and whatever it may 
be, if I can’t make a clear statement about the present, then I can’t make a clear 
statement about the past, and I think that’s something that would be very 
uncomfortable … 
LONG PAUSE 
Alex: … So here’s my story in my advisory class the other day … Our topic was 
understanding empathy so … we were kind of introducing the difference between 
empathy and sympathy and I was getting kids’ definitions and one kid said something 
about ‘to know everyone has a different perspective and to understand and 
appreciate all people.’ … They used the word ‘all people’ so then I [emphasis in 
voice] said, ‘so should we have empathy for Nazis?’ With 7th graders, so that’s my 
audience, and I immediately felt in myself the fear bubbles starting [all make noises 
in agreement] because the energy in the room changed and some kids looked at me 
like.. 
Stephanie: Am I really allowed to answer that? 
Alex: Yeah, that, and, ‘what did you just say?’ ‘Are you a Nazi?, ‘Do you like Nazis’, 
all these probably different levels of developmental understanding. So we worked 
 184 
through it and some kids did some really good things and … one kid came in and 
said, ‘well I read this one story about Hitler and I read that he had a really bad 
upbringing, … so maybe a lot of his childhood shaped what he did’, so I said, ‘that’s 
you having empathy, … maybe you’re understanding what it was like so maybe we 
can have empathy with people that we consider bad people but maybe it becomes 
dangerous if we start having sympathy for them.  So that was a really kind of scary 
water to navigate, and then I took it back to our team meeting and we had … and the 
moment I said, ‘well we kind of had a discussion about having empathy and 
sympathy for Hitler’ and the room froze and I got daggers. But then when I sort of 
explained it, some people were like ‘wow you had that discussion? That’s powerful’ 
and I think others were still just kind of stunned, they were like, ‘we watched Sesame 
Street.’ … That just kind of made me think about this whole idea of turning things 
around and looking at some people we dehumanize from different ways, I don’t 
know. But it also brings in the fear of taking those risks to go there… 
*** 
Stephanie: So then there’s a fear of ambiguity not just in the substance of what we’re 
discussing but in the consequences of what we share or learn about with our students, 
what’s going to happen in their minds after? 
Alex: Yeah, yeah, what do they walk away with after and what surfaces 10 years 
from now …  
Stephanie: That was the teacher who taught me to feel bad for Hitler.   
Alex: … I have a friend of mine, Tim, he says, ‘my one memory from seventh grade 
is when someone in class asked my history teacher, ‘do you believe in god?’ and his 
answer was ‘No’ [imitates sarcastic, laughing response of the teacher]. He [Tim] 
goes, ‘that’s all I remember.’  
Harriet’s weird circle of Confederate soldiers and Nazis is one that holds the teaches’ 
fears around difficult knowledge, knowledge that unsettles because of its focus on human 
loss and suffering as well as the experience of vulnerability and uncertainty that are a part of 
learning (Britzman, 1998, 2003b, 2013; Pitt & Britzman, 2003). There is the fear of the 
unknown, of not knowing, that Harriet expresses as “I’m not sure where I want that to go 
because I don’t know as an individual.” I had asked the group to consider what we stand to 
lose if we do not ask students to consider difficult questions and ideas, and she reminds us of 
the very real fear beneath our disavowal of “dark alley” history. The popular images and 
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cultural myths of teachers as guide or rescuer (Britzman, 2003b) do not leave room for a 
teacher who does not know, or want to know. I do not suggest that Harriet, or any of the 
other teachers, fear knowledge in general or fear knowledge that would help in understanding 
genocide and its perpetrators; rather, in asking questions about difficult knowledge of 
themselves or their students, uncertainty itself is uncovered, and suggests, perhaps, there is 
nothing to know. Should teachers be tasked with communicating such a possible outcome for 
education? Harriet, later in the conversation, in fact, challenges me on this point in her, albeit 
jokingly asked, question: What do we stand to gain from humanizing Nazis?   
Our weird circle spun with different versions of these same themes, around and 
around and around: what about historical thinking and multiple perspectives? But what if 
they identify with the wrong perspective? What will they think of me? What will I think of 
myself? Harriet’s fear of being perceived as a Nazi sympathizer brings Alex to mention the 
“Bad Other.” He is dedicated to the pursuit of social justice in his classroom and committed 
to the history of “the people,” or history from the ground up, but the conversation leads him 
to acknowledge the people he avoids: the bad others. Once again, we are brought to the 
consider that multiple perspectives, objectivity, judgment, empathy, and other 
epistemological and methodological commitments of historians and historical thinking 
(Novick, 1988a; P. Seixas, 2005; Wineburg, 2001b) that we have discussed look different for 
teachers in the moments of teaching, when the “fear bubbles” (Alex) rise as they await 
students’ reactions and questions, and the “daggers” (Alex) of other teachers (who were not 
there in the moment of teaching). It is here that I saw a clear, and perhaps purposeful, 
divergence from conceptions of the past as expressed in disciplinary history.    
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I also detected the fear of pedagogical failure within this circle: the group was 
concerned with, as George put it, their own “posterity.” The teachers all expressed 
ambivalence in one form or another, despite the stated necessity, about “telling the whole 
story” (Harriet) of the past, human Nazis and all. Harriet expresses the desire to sustain 
students’ hope because “everyone has and continues to be just human … and acknowledge a 
nasty part of them, that is also a nasty part of us.” But should students think they are just as 
capable of atrocities? Alex “feels the fear bubbles rising” as he imagines students’ reactions 
and responses to his pedagogical challenge about whether “all people” who should be 
understood and appreciated could include Nazis: “‘what did you just say?’ ‘Are you a Nazi?, 
‘Do you like Nazis?’” 
In The Very Thought of Education: Psychoanalysis and the Impossible Professions, 
Britzman (2009) reminds us that the “human professions” have “as their objects others who 
are subjects” (p. 20); recalling Henry James’ address to new teachers, she points out that 
because we are teaching people, with their own minds, they are difficult to know. She writes, 
“Education defamiliarizes and even disrupts our suppositions. Education, we might say, 
makes us strangers, for there is nothing stranger and even estranging than trying to 
understand the other’s mind while we make up our own” (p. 35). George’s original question, 
“So are we afraid of doing this because we ourselves are afraid for ourselves, for our own 
posterity?” is one level of fear of failure: not wanting students to get a false impression and 
potentially establish a bad reputation. Another level of fear is what students will do with 
difficult knowledge (or any knowledge, for that matter): we do not and cannot know.  
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George’s old German man embodies this pedagogical fear: what about people who do 
not learn from the mistakes of the past? Of course, the old man was involved in the horrific 
German past the teachers consistently used as an example, but he is a potential stand-in for or 
symbol of future students who do not respond to the “bad Others” in the way the teachers had 
intended. In thinking of how to respond, how to listen to the man’s testimony as Simon and 
Eppert (1997) would describe it, both in the moment in Hamburg in which it happens, and in 
the moment of recounting the experience to the group, George is left speechless. Harriet 
describes the very thought of someone “who’s still living saying things about the past and not 
having changed their mind or their opinions or their experiences” as “difficult.” She 
describes wanting to “draw a line in the sand and say, ‘no we’re not going to have some 
moral relativism where it’s OK to say ‘those were the days’” but then is also left speechless 
as she trails off with, “I’m not really sure what I’m saying.” Alex’s anecdote about his friend 
Tim’s atheist teacher is this fear articulated: what if their permanent impact on students’ 
memories is negative?  
5.3.4 Seminar 3, Section 2: The Place of Emotions in Reacting to History    
The second section of Seminar 3 was a bit shorter than the first section because of 
several scheduling conflicts: both Beverly and Leonard were going on family trips after our 
meeting, and Laura had just moved to Montana and joined us via Skype. The time difference 
and her new job, which entailed a significant commute time, had made her time with us 
limited. The group discussed similar questions around the Simon and Eppert (1997) readings 
that I had assigned, though this group emphasized that they had only “skimmed” the reading; 
we discussed the limitations of relating to the past through facts alone and several 
pedagogical fears involved with students’ consideration of multiple perspectives. Instead of 
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Confederate soldiers and Nazis, the example to which the teachers continuously referred was 
the teaching of the September 11th terrorist attacks and the subsequent rise of Islamophobia. 
It is through reference to this example that the distinguishing theme of the meeting stood out: 
the teachers’ own relationships to the possibility for the inclusion of students’ emotional 
reactions to the history they learn.  
Our conversation in relation to the reading, similarly to that in the first section, 
focused on the differing values of fact and emotion in relating to the past: they discussed the 
importance of facts but also the importance of attention to accounts that, though not always 
“factual”, communicate aspects of human experience that are beyond the realm of facts. 
Beverly and Laura, for instance, comment on this in relation to the reading:  
Beverly: … If you’re sharing something where the overall purpose is just to convey 
the emotional experience of what happened like that lady unless I was writing a paper 
on Auschwitz then I wouldn’t have cared if there 4 chimneys or 1 chimney because 
it’s like that Stephen Colbert thing have you heard of the elephant, like if 4 blind men 
are touching an elephant they’ll all describe it differently, like one might be at the 
trunk one might be at the leg and think it’s a tree and one might think the stomach but 
it’s still an element, an elephant and it doesn’t take away from it being an elephant 
just because they see it from different perspectives …  
Laura: I totally agree with what you’re saying like I’m thinking about the fact in the 
text [Beverly: Uh huh] like the historians who were saying that that woman’s account 
wasn’t accurate they solely wanted the facts because they are trying to you know, 
make sure that these Holocaust deniers are shot down [Beverly: Yeah] so the facts to 
them were the most important thing. So that one story that they were telling, that’s 
why the facts were so important to them. But if you’re tying to you know move 
[emphasis in voice] people and teach them about people’s experiences in the 
Holocaust and what they felt in that moment, then that woman’s story is the most 
important thing and the facts are not [Beverly: Mmmhmm]. 
The discussion then covers, as I mentioned, similar topics to that in the first section 
but then once the teachers begin talking about their discomfort in teaching about September 
11th, Beverly described having cried in front of their classes and Laura focused on her 
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attempts to address students’ fears, I was moved to ask them about their own reactions to 
learning about the past in school:    
Stephanie: So can you think of a time in your education where you could react or did 
react emotionally? What was that like?  
Leonard: A very specific time, or?  
Stephanie: Yeah. To the past, to history…  
Leonard: Sure.  
LONG PAUSE (They start laughing) 
Leonard: I’m sure there were several.  
Stephanie: Nothing’s coming to mind, though? 
Leonard: No the one that always sort of comes to mind was, I took a class as a junior 
in college that was called the Pacific War, Pacific Theater, and I had a really good 
professor that went into depth with the Rape of Nanking and the travesties that were 
committed in Manchuria, and I don’t know why at that time, but that really prompted 
a response from me and I think a lot of it was just, … reading the primary documents, 
reading kind of source material, that I don’t know something about kind of everything 
else in my life must have pointed into ‘wow, what the heck, why have I never really 
talked about this that much before?’ that’s the one I can actively remember being 
very, I don’t know really feeling … 
Stephanie: Was there space for that in the classroom?  
Beverly: Like emoting it?  
Stephanie: Like articulating it, talking about it, having it be acknowledged or 
recognized?  
Leonard: I think something as far as actually having the ability, or not having the 
ability, but having the room to articulate it [long pause] so many in the class, I think I 
don’t know, I don’t know if this is going to come out quite the way I want it to, but if 
it provoked a big enough response which I felt I’ve had those in my life before, I’m 
not only having to talk about it in the classroom, I’m talking about it to everyone.  
Stephanie: Mmmhmmm.. 
Leonard: Um, I don’t know  
[Silence] 
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Stephanie: Was there ever a time in school where you could say, ‘this doesn’t feel 
good to me that I’m learning this’ or ‘this doesn’t quite sit right with me’?  
Laura: I was just going to say, I don’t think, I mean I remember feeling certain ways 
in school or like questioning things but most of the time I feel like I was told how I 
should feel.  
Beverly, Leonard:  Mmmmhmmm. MHMM 
Laura: Do you know what I mean? Like how, like what the proper response would be 
to a certain event and I don’t think I was ever [hard to get words out], I definitely felt 
uncomfortable a lot but I was never, with what I was feeling, you know, I was never 
given the platform to say, ‘it’s ok let’s talk about how everyone feels about this’, and 
‘every feeling is ok, we should all discuss it,’ I don’t think that ever happened, to me.  
Beverly: Like are they allowed to feel uncomfortable? I definitely felt uncomfortable. 
I can’t think of a time where I was encouraged to emote and respond to a lesson. But I 
can remember very specifically in elementary school we would have these like big 
Thanksgiving parties to celebrate Christopher Columbus and my mother was very 
much against celebrating Christopher Columbus, and I remember bringing that up in 
class once and the teacher kind of like dismissing me so I didn’t bring it up again 
because I like …  
Stephanie: Bringing up the fact that your mom was uncomfortable with it?   
Beverly: Brining up that I had learned a different history at home, … because I 
remember the whole first part of my education, it was like, ‘Christopher Columbus 
came here and he found’ and you had to memorize that little poem and like, he made 
friendly with the Indians and they gave him this land and it was a good time and they 
celebrated with a dinner. And I was like, ‘well my mom said that he was a killer and 
he stole this land’ and oh no, it was like ‘well some [emphasis in voice] people 
believe that but this is what we’ve known to be true.’ And I went home and told my 
mom and she was like, ‘well, you know, people are going to disagree with you but as 
long as you don’t let them’, like, ‘listen to what they have to say but not everything 
that your teacher says is right all the time.’ But after that I was totally afraid of 
defending what I thought to be true, expressing that I disagreed because I … I never 
felt like you were allowed to disagree with the teacher, … that is the expert and what 
they say is bond, like word is bond. I’m a lot more cognizant of that now as a teacher 
of being like, ‘sometimes I’m gonna be wrong and that’s OK I want you to, if you 
disagree with me you’re allowed to do so respectfully and you’re allowed to let me 
know and we’ll talk about it.’ Sometimes I’ll Google stuff in the middle of class 
because someone’s like, ‘well what exactly [emphasis in voice] happened’ or ‘did that 
really happen’ or ‘are you sure that happened’ I’m like, ‘I think [emphasis in voice] it 
did but we can double check if it will make you feel better about what’ 
Stephanie: So … they’re allowed to  
Beverly Encouraged [emphasis in voice] to, more so  
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Stephanie: Express doubt or  
Beverly: Yeah  
Laura: Yeah  
Beverly: Yeah, or I guess any questions they have, but that’s because [emphasis in 
voice] I had gone so long feeling, and not that the teachers did it intentionally, I think 
I can definitely see how you get caught up and it’s like, I don’t have time to address 
all of that. 
Stephanie And also going back to what Alex said … ok let’s say you are in 4th grade, 
so what is your teacher gonna do, say, ‘well yes actually they did spread [they laugh] 
sexually transmitted diseases and [Leonard: Yeah, exactly] and slaughtered 
thousands’, you know? We brought that up, so how do you do that with kids?  
Leonard: Well I think. [Long pause] I think it’s not just from the teacher’s perspective 
too but just kind of group dynamics, it’s really hard for a kid to raise their hand and 
say something that’s contrary to what the authoritarian position is saying just from, 
kind of like they don’t want to be the outlier.  
Beverly: Yeah.  
Laura: … It’s just like you’re walking on eggshells when a kid does disagree or say 
that they’ve been taught a different history or whatever, because if you tell them 
they’re wrong, you’re essentially, especially in elementary and middle school, you’re 
telling them that their parents are wrong because that’s probably where they learned 
it.  
Beverly: And that’s not allowed, [Leonard laughs]  
Laura: And if you’re agreeing with one kid, you’re offending another so it’s definitely 
[Long pause] you want to be sensitive but you also want to, to you know [Pause] 
teach [emphasis in voice] the kids the right thing, or I guess what you think is right.  
Leonard: I think that’s an interesting  
Laura: I mean when you choose to open up your classroom like that, which I think is 
definitely a great thing to do, it puts the teacher, it puts a lot of responsibility on the 
teacher for sure.  
Beverly: In my class one phrase that I say all the time that annoys the kids is, I’m 
like, ‘I could see how you’d come to that conclusion’ [Leonard laughs] I’ll never say 
‘you’re right or wrong,’ I’m just like ‘I could see how you’d come to that conclusion’ 
and they’re like ‘but am I right?’ ‘I don’t know but I could see how you got there’ 
‘but am I wrong’ ‘no idea but I see how you got to that point from what you know or 
you’ve experienced.’ But yeah it does put a lot of responsibility, because like you said 
Laura, if you disagree and you’re like, ‘oh no that’s wrong’ ‘well that’s what mom 
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said’ like on Waterboy, if y’all have seen that [Leonard: Yeah, yeah absolutely] ‘well 
momma said that’s what happened’ and you are like, and not only that, but you’re 
kind of discounting that person [Leonard: Yeah] as an authority figure because like 
‘well you were wrong [emphasis in voice] and I can’t trust you anymore’ 
What was remarkable to me about the opening moments of this conversation was how 
difficult my question about their own school experiences was for the teachers to answer. In 
presenting this transcript, I did not edit out the “umms” and “you knows,” or the long stretch 
of silence, that point to their struggle to think of and explain their examples. Leonard, in fact, 
can remember the experience of having had the reaction, a result of reading primary sources, 
but seems at a loss in describing the actual emotions. He repeats, “I think I don’t know, I 
don’t know” before ending his thought with a sentence I never fully understood, “but if it 
provoked a big enough response which I felt I’ve had those in my life before, I’m not only 
having to talk about it in the classroom, I’m talking about it to everyone.” Does he mean that 
his reaction was such that it moved beyond the boundaries of the classroom because there 
was no place for it there?  
Laura, too, avoids discussing a specific emotion; she recalls having emotional 
reactions, such as discomfort or doubt, to what she learned about the past but cannot recount 
the particulars. Instead, she recalls emotional reactions having been predetermined, as she 
describes it, “what the proper response would be to a certain event” by the teacher. On what 
these “proper” responses are she, too, leaves us in suspense. Laura does not share in her 
anecdote that she, despite feeling like her emotions were predetermined, expressed her 
feelings anyways: what would the teacher have done? We get an idea of this from Beverly’s 
memory of her voiced objection to celebrating Christopher Columbus. Her teacher’s 
dismissal has the effect of causing her to feel “totally afraid of defending what I thought to be 
true, expressing that I disagreed because … I never felt like you were allowed to disagree 
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with the teacher.” In all three cases, the result of these classroom experiences in their own 
childhoods is silence. 
While I thought we had established thus far in the project that the expression of 
emotion, in whatever form and however difficult, was important and necessary in the study 
of the past, this group seemed to doubt the feasibility of such an endeavor. Leonard reminds 
us that,  “it’s really hard for a kid to raise their hand and say something that’s contrary to 
what the authoritarian position is saying” because the student doesn’t “want to be the 
outlier.” He has a point: while perhaps they don’t see themselves as “authoritarian” teachers 
are, for now, in charge in the classroom. Laura, thinking from the perspective of the teacher, 
characterizes disagreement with a student as “walking on eggshells” because of the danger of 
communicating to students that “their parents are wrong because that’s probably where they 
learned it.” She states that teachers must be “sensitive” but ultimately want to “teach the kids 
the right thing, or I guess what you think is right.” Beverly’s abstains from this conflict by 
“annoying” her students and not telling them one way or another; she merely tells her 
students different versions of “I could see how you’d come to that conclusion.” I wonder if, 
when she expressed concern about celebrating Christopher Columbus to her own teacher, she 
would have been satisfied with such a response.  
In the moments of the discussion it did not occur to me that the teachers might have 
recanted our working thesis that emotional connections to the past were important in the 
classroom. Up to this point they had discussed their own, private connections to the past and 
related those to the project of history; the readings had led them to consider the necessity of 
acknowledging more than facts in understanding the past. And yet, when they thought of and 
discussed their own experiences in the classroom, as students and as teachers, they shared 
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examples that pointed to the challenges and limitations of “opening up the classroom” 
(Laura) in that way. Perhaps there is a fear of dealing with the difficult territory that 
uncovering emotions in history might lead to, of which the potential to discount students’ 
home histories is just one part. 
5.3.5 The Person Behind Me: Fear and Abstention  
 In both sections of the seminar, the absent-present teacher, the figure of the “person 
behind me” is never far away.  I use this metaphor as a way to understand the projections and 
fears of who and what they lacked in the encounters with the past they described in their 
narratives and in their conversations, their visions and memories of the teacher. Coursing 
through our discussions about the role of emotion in history and the limits of understanding 
were their struggles with the roles of this figure in the back. Some expressed exasperation at 
teaching about the darkest times in history and at the responsibility for its emotional impact 
on students. In talking about why survivor rather than perpetrator narratives are part of the 
curriculum, George states:  
‘We want to have this light at the end of the tunnel… this happened but then, 1945, 
World War II ends, the camps are liberated, here’s this account of slavery, here’s 
their hardship, … maybe they die, but … we don’t have slavery now. So there is that 
kind of silver lining, that hope that we want to be able to leave off with, versus 
teaching about a confederate soldier, teaching about a Nazi guard, there isn’t that sort 
of sense of comfort at the end when you’re talking about this as a living breathing 
person, …  but we’re worried about their emotions and senses of well-being as a 
human and we don’t want to fill their bodies with this idea of negativity because we 
know our own personal histories.’  
In his insistence on hope, on the construction of a narrative that accentuates human 
triumph over adversity (Straub 2005), he seems to very consciously avoid repeating with his 
own students the loneliness he’d experienced at confronting the past. Throughout the 
duration of the project, he references the pain in his past and having sought refuge in school 
and academics. There is never a teacher present in these references, however, and I suspect 
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that his aim at giving students a sense of closure and hope, the “cherry on the shit sundae” 
(George, Seminar 2), is his version of the person behind.   
Harriet expresses ambivalence toward embodying this figure for her own students as 
she lists her fear about students’ questions:  
‘How do I answer the questions my students are going to have, because how do I 
even answer them myself? And I think that’s part of being a teacher in general, but 
especially when we’re looking at the human experience, ‘Oh, whoa, please don’t ask 
me about good versus evil because, I’m not really sure that I have an answer’ … Is 
that what I’m afraid of? Perhaps? You know, we have 180 days, so ‘guys I want you 
to learn some really important things, and be a critical thinker, and there we go, but 
I’m not sure that I can answer your questions about human nature.’  
It seems she is ambivalent about her position as guiding from behind: what if they 
were to turn around? It is not a discomfort with “the facts” of history (as Beverly reminds us, 
most teachers are comfortable Googling in the moment) but in not knowing what to say 
about the meaning of the history she teaches: in her Nazi example she fears being asked, 
“Well what are we to make of this atrocity? Why did it happen? How are these people 
human, too?”   
Beverly, who, in hearing her grandmother’s story of racism having taken root in her 
best friend, wishes for the person behind to comfort her, and had expressed reluctance in 
being this person herself when comforting the white student after having watched “Roots” 
(see discussion of Seminar 2), now abstains from guiding her students at all. Though she 
encourages students to share their opinions in class, especially if they do not agree with her, 
she refuses to tell them whether they are right or wrong – even when asked, offering instead 
the noncommittal, “I could see how you’d come to that conclusion.”       
Though I had insisted throughout the project that they should not feel pressure to 
connect all of their thoughts and responses to teaching and students, the classroom was 
always with us. This figure behind was summoned with each mention of curricular examples 
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from their classrooms, examples that were different versions of the dilemmas and lonely 
encounters with the past described in their autobiographical narratives.  Their examples were 
always about teaching and learning, as Beverly had termed it, “bad things”: the Holocaust, 
slavery, and 9/11.  They also expressed fears and concerns about teaching history in the ways 
they knew to be critical and that engaged historical thinking: what if students empathize with 
the “bad Others” or are crushed by what they learn, or confront the teachers with questions 
about meaning and significance they cannot possibly answer? It is not that teachers rejected 
such a stance in teaching about the past, but rather that, in our discussions, they could pause 
for a moment, take a break from the pressure of pledging allegiance to certain discourses, and 
make sense of what might have been problematic or challenging about them. They can 
attempt to understand, for example, the huge responsibility that comes with, as Laura and 
Beverly point out, acknowledging student dissent in the classroom.  They can reveal 
reservations about teaching “the whole story” (Harriet) of some of the darker aspects of 
history, especially their worries about potentially traumatizing students in the process (Alex, 
George), or their frustration at having such efforts rejected (Leonard).  
The doubts and fears they expressed about teaching the past to young people arose 
out of our conversations about their own narratives. As I envisioned this project to contribute 
to a new approach to the preparation of social studies teachers, and to the teaching of history, 
for the next seminar I tasked the teachers with envisioning a curriculum that acknowledges 
human emotion and individual connection to the past, which I thought might bring us a step 
closer to seeing the person behind a bit more clearly.  
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5.3.6 A Different Kind of Historical Problem Space  
In this seminar the teachers engaged more deeply with questions of pedagogical 
narrative structures and functions within historical consciousness taken up in the previous 
meeting. The question “what is the story we want to tell” now includes several versions of  
“what is the story we wish to avoid?” Their discussions within the “weird circles” about the 
limits of empathy and language bring me back to a point I raised in my critique of historical 
thinking. I asserted that the discourses available to teachers, the educational research and 
resultant suggestions for improvements to practice, offer predetermined definitions of what it 
means to study the past that focus on skills such as source analysis and evidence based 
argumentation. “Disciplinary reading,” (Reisman, 2012a, 2012b, 2015b) or addressing the 
“historical problem space,”70 (Reisman, 2015a) for instance,  charge the teacher with 
developing a critical eye to the artifacts of the past to determine what stories they tell, 
without attention to the relationship between the knower and the known or the effects of the 
artifacts on the knower. It is a language of content and not curriculum. 
The teachers’ exchanges during this seminar are an embodiment of the limitations of 
this discourse, a demonstration that historical thinking is not enough to address the 
complexities of their pedagogical situation. I see this in their struggle for language 
throughout the meeting: the lost or incomplete trains of thought, the long silences as people 
searched for words or trailed off after responding to a question, sometimes not being able to 
respond at all. My question (in the second section of the seminar) about whether their 
educational experiences acknowledged their emotional responses to or the meanings they 
made of what they learned was met with a long silence. I wondered at the sudden lack of 
                                                 
70 This is the space in which the strangeness of the past is met with the desire to make it familiar (see Chapter 
2).  
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language. There is of course a discourse available that addresses the issues we discussed, that 
which is associated with studies of historical consciousness, of the theory of history and the 
study of memory that I outlined in Chapter 2. That discourse, however, is one to which 
teachers do not have access (or at least it is not widely emphasized) in their preparation 
programs, professional development, lesson planning, or curricular conversations. I do not 
think that questions of how to make sense of difficult knowledge are beyond teachers’ grasp; 
the issues and paradoxes encountered by historical thinkers71 which Seixas (2005), outlines, 
for example, were present in all of their narratives. Laura tell us, “I remember feeling 
[emphasis in voice] certain ways in school or like questioning things but most of the time I 
feel like I was told how I should feel.” She was never “given a platform” to discuss her own 
thoughts. My point is that the teachers had not been asked: what does this mean to you?    
There is a parallel72 in their lack of language to Simon and Eppert’s (1997)  point (in 
the article I assigned) about textured excess and  the inability of the “said” to say enough: in 
practices of retelling traumatic events, the actual words and what they signify fail to “say 
what needs to be said, or to say what needs to be said well enough.” To be able to attend to 
the excess, one must “situate the said within the relational encounter marking it as something 
beyond the merely ‘said’” (p. 182). If we consider, as Pitt and Britzman (2003) argue, that 
there is a “kernel of trauma in the very capacity to know” (p. 756), and that these teachers 
relate some of the traumatic encounters with difficult knowledge in their own educational 
experiences as well as consider the issues related to the teaching of traumatic history to their 
                                                 
71 See Appendix 5.  
 
72I want to be clear that I am not equating the testimony of a Holocaust survivor and teachers’ interactions with 
difficult knowledge.  
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students, it is no wonder that the language of historical thinking and other educational 
discourses cannot “say what needs to be said well enough.”  
The relational encounter that Simon and Eppert (1997) describe is “marked as a 
‘saying,’ [and] undoes the instrumental certainty of the ‘said’” (p. 182). In this discussion, 
the “said” is the extant language of history content concerned with understanding the past 
through skills; what is in excess here are the teachers’ struggles to understand the past 
through the responsibities to their students in teaching traumatic pasts but also their own 
relational encounters with the unspeakable—the potential to be seen as the Nazi sympathizer, 
the potential for students’ rejection of the narratives teachers present to them or their 
sympathy with “Bad Others,” the dangers and responsibilities inherent in the recognition of 
dissent, doubt about the possibilities of education, or “the nasty part of them, that is also a 
nasty part of us” that comes along with telling the “whole story.”  So how might we attend to 
this engagement in their own difficult histories and the difficult histories they teach?  How 
might we open a “path to another way of rendering the obligations of acknowledgement, 
remembrance, and consequence (Simon & Eppert, 1997, p. 182) for history teachers? We 
envision possible paths in the next seminar. 
5.4 Seminar 4 
The first three meetings of this project, though infused with moments of levity, were 
mostly somber in tone. We discussed issues that were of profound significance to the 
teachers and we struggled through difficult emotional and intellectual terrain. There was a 
feeling of collective disappointment when someone’s departure for church or to pick up a 
child or spouse signaled the end of the meeting, even when the discussion had been about 
their doubts and reservations about engagement in working through the dilemmas and 
tensions of taking students through the “dark alley” of the past.  The last meeting, however, 
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was markedly different in its tone and pace. Perhaps the anticipation of knowing the project 
was coming to a close, the feeling of imminent accomplishment, lent a celebratory mood of 
fast-paced brainstorming to our morning meeting. For this reason, my analysis of this section 
follows the conversation chronologically and I have selected moments of dialogue to 
represent the varied foci of teachers’ final seminar.    
I began with a reiteration of my question to them at the end of Seminar 3: what would 
a history curriculum look like that acknowledges human emotion and the individual’s 
connections to the past? Since we had not, up to this point, made specific reference to 
curriculum in our discussions, I wanted to work with a characterization of curriculum that 
acknowledged human subjectivity and so shared an excerpt from Toward A Poor Curriculum 
in which Grumet (2014d) describes the relationship between experience and the virtual and 
actual curriculum:  
The curriculum provides a kaleidoscope of what Susan Langer calls ‘virtual 
experience.’  Just as the artist’s canvas hold virtual not actual space, the composer’s 
score virtual not actual time, the curriculum provides virtual not actual experience, 
embodied in the academic disciplines. As such, it is a field of symbols, abstract in the 
sciences, particular in the arts, for contact with the world. But the symbols are not the 
world. What is actual in the curriculum is not calculus or social studies, not even 
gym, but my experience of those structures. It is within my personal particular contact 
with these forms on a Tuesday morning in a classroom that holds 30 moveable desks 
during a 50 minute period while I was still chilled by the cold milk from breakfast, 
that the curriculum achieves actuality. Furthermore it is in that immediate encounter 
with a form of logical objectivity on that Tuesday morning in my 15th year answering 
10 questions at the back of the chapter about Bismarck, leaning toward the radiator 
looking forward to chorus practice in the always-overheated music room, that my 
own thoughts about Bismarck are deposited, a sediment that settles and lodges in 
among my assumptions about historical description, the satisfaction of seeing all 
those lives and crises arranged in patterns of cause and effect, the suggestion about 
the effects of a single man’s actions and intentions or the idea that nations as 
collective forms enhance or control individual experience. The actual aspects of the 
curriculum are its extensions into my own [emphasis my own as I read aloud] 
worldview, a foundation for my own actions in the world. I may become a historian 
or a heating contractor, or a fervent nationalist, and perhaps the next time that 
Bismarck may come to my mind may be 20 years later at 5:30 on a Sunday morning, 
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when I start writing about the forms of the curriculum and the movement of one’s life 
(p. 99).   
My intent was not to spend a lot of time discussing this particular description as 
curriculum, but to make a distinction between it and the use of curriculum to mean what is 
taught in daily lessons (content) so that my original question about a history curriculum that 
honors human experience would not be interpreted as a call to come up with a specific 
assignment or topic to be added to extant approaches. In retrospect, I should have given 
teachers this passage to digest ahead of time; as they responded to my reading, I was not a 
successful pedagogue in the sense of being able to interpret and synthesize their words in the 
moment, to draw out of them ideas that were not about specific lesson plans. Instead our 
initial exchanges focused on the potential difficulties of incorporating 25 different curricula: 
Harriet: My initial reaction is that this new encounter with a definition of curriculum, 
a use of curriculum that I had never considered before, it’s very freeing in a way, to 
move away from I’m tied to this curriculum of the standards as this, and I have to 
teach this standard by this date or else AHHHH! Versus now to think about this new 
framework of my, my [emphasis in voice] curriculum that I’m using is providing an 
experience for my students and that will look different for each one of my students, if 
I’m understanding all of this correctly, which in that way, I think teachers can be, 
even though that’s a loftier goal, I think you can be better prepared for that than you 
can be to be prepared to be a perfect teacher that’s tied to a very specific curriculum 
of …   
Laura: I mean I like the idea of being like this type of curriculum being freeing, but at 
the same time I feel like it’s so much more difficult to incorporate every single 
student’s experiences into history. There’s just a much bigger responsibility there as 
the teacher to help them make those connections and want to incorporate their 
experiences, because we’re talking about middle school students here or high school 
students and it’s just more challenging, you have to dig a lot deeper [long pause] for 
sure. 
We inched closer to envisioning a way to teach history that acknowledges emotion 
and personal connections to the past when I relaxed and accepted that, for now, this vision 
for curriculum might need to include educational discourse that I had been trying to avoid. I 
feared that we would come up with a new version of some kind of historical thinking 
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checklist with which my own scholarship has taken issue, without the consideration that my 
aversion to it was my own and not theirs. Alex described what I had proposed we come up 
with “So a mindset. An approach like a cultural competence kind of thing, like being aware 
of language.” George returns to the idea of an empathy based approach, but Harriet reminds 
him of our previous discussion on the limits and dangers of empathy: 
I would totally want to do that, but then thinking about our conversation last time if 
we read the perspective of an SS officer, is my goal for my students to empathize 
with them? Not necessarily, well then what is my goal? And we talked about this at 
length last time, is my goal to just understand that these people were human and made 
tragic decisions and horrible, went forward wit horrible actions, um but is empathy 
[emphasis in voice] part of that? I’m not sure [draws out word]….  
And then! Laura hears this and, via Skype again, get us closest to what this approach, 
mindset, or framework might entail:  
Yeah maybe empathy isn’t the right word? I feel like it’s more like the students being 
able to, because they’re not necessarily going to empathize with every person every 
event, but it’s more of them being able to understand and express how they feel and 
what they’re thinking about the event and the people involved in it.  
Laura describes a vision for curriculum in which there is self-reflection in relation to 
the academic discipline, and an opportunity through autobiography for the student to the 
processes of their own thoughts.   
The admission of honesty about feelings into the curriculum brings up the old fear 
about developmental appropriateness and students’ ability to “handle” the darker parts of 
history, but both Harriet and George push back on the group’s hesitations. George 
reconsiders the taken-for-granted notion of developmental appropriateness as he recounts 
children’s introduction to the Holocaust in elementary school through projects that do not 
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engage with genocide itself73, and then “they get to 16, and ‘here’s your darkness!’” Harriet 
summons the figure behind as she recounts an experience in middle school:  
Harriet: I don’t know where I’m going with this but I just had this memory of, I was 
in 7th grade, and we were learning about the Holocaust and we had a Holocaust 
project.  I don’t know exactly what the project specifications were, but I do remember 
Google searching or whatever it was at the time. …. But for the first time ever seeing 
pictures from the Holocaust. And as a 7th grader I remember being alone in my 
family’s computer room and just staring at the computer and just was, blown away, 
you know, I didn’t really know what to do, didn’t know what to think about it and I’m 
wondering now what did I do next, I don’t remember if I talked to my parents I don’t 
remember if I talked to my teachers.  
[Long pause.]  
Stephanie: So you had a strong reaction?  
Harriet: Oh yeah. Because I remember that and I probably don’t remember any other 
project from middle school except a basketball project that I got a B on, and I was 
really mad! So … that’s the only academic project that I remember and to me it seems 
clear that it’s because of the emotional reaction of just going, ‘I’m so uncomfortable 
and surprised’ and … I didn’t even have a way to think about it as a seventh grader 
and that’s not necessarily bad, though, or negative, I’m just wishing now that I 
remembered what I did next or how my teacher presented it or what structure there 
was in place or if we talked about it or I don’t remember those things but I do 
remember having that emotional connection.  
Stephanie: That’s a great example: so you’re sitting at home, you’re seeing these 
images, and I’m interested in: what next? … So what does that look like in a 
classroom? Does anyone talk to you about that, do you get to talk about it?  
Alex: Well that would be the, if this said curriculum exists then that would be what 
happens, right? You know maybe even a lesson is to go home and, here’s some, I 
don’t know this is weird and radical but, here’s some pictures in an envelope that’s 
sealed, you have to go home tonight and you have to open the envelope take them out 
and immediately write your response to them, but then you come in the next day and 
there’s some processing of that, and there’s like, ‘why do you think you felt that 
way?’ And that’s the meta-cognitive piece I guess, so then everyone’s reflecting on 
how different people felt different ways, and then you can kind of see that and you 
can find how your feelings fit within all of those. I don’t know, I’m just [trails off]. 
                                                 
73 George and the others refer to a project in which beads in a container represent the number of Holocaust 
victims; the purpose is to communicate the sheer enormity of the atrocity. I could not find information about 
such a project online, however, and so wonder if this is specific to the state or local school districts.   
 204 
Laura: I sort of imagine it being like a seminar style classroom where, I … guess you 
would really have to set a framework for students in your classroom where they’re 
able to engage in really productive discussions and agree and disagree with each other 
respectfully, and be able to share how they feel. But not just share how they feel, but 
be able to express that feeling in connection to what you’re learning. So you would 
definitely have to set up the framework for that and the language for that … so that 
your students are able to say not just ‘I agree or disagree’ or ‘I feel bad or I feel sad’ 
but be able to express it in relation to the specific things that they saw or that they 
read. [Pause.] Um, you know?  
There are several wonderful moments in this exchange. Harriet’s example is the use 
of autobiography in the study of one’s educational experience, in this case the study of 
history, in action. The conversation about developmental appropriateness and the 
acknowledgement of students’ emotional responses to the history they learn does not inspire 
a specific idea for curriculum, but brings back to her mind an actual, rather than virtual, 
experience of the curriculum. Her experience of learning about the Holocaust is not the 
school project but of sitting in the family computer room, alone with the images of 
devastation. And it is in the example of the absent teacher, one who has put together the now 
forgotten virtual curriculum, that Harriet summons the possibility of what curriculum might 
be: it is being able to complete the train of her thought as a seventh grader:   
It seems clear that it’s because of the emotional reaction of just going, ‘I’m so 
uncomfortable and surprised’ and … I didn’t even have a way to think about it as a 
seventh grader and that’s not necessarily bad, though, or negative, I’m just wishing 
now that I remembered what I did next.  
Harriet emphasizes several times that she did not know what to do next or have a way 
to think about what she had seen. Her narrative shifts our attention from the specifics of 
lesson plans to the importance of personal experience in the framing of questions we ask 
about the past. This moment of self-reflection, and perhaps Alex’s idea that unfortunately no 
one developed further, leads Laura to a vision for curriculum that puts into practice what she 
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has just heard from Harriet. She describes a history curriculum that acknowledges students’ 
emotions and subjectivities in relation to “the specific things that they saw or that they read.” 
Both Harriet and Laura, responding to George, seem to come to the joint conclusion 
that a curriculum that acknowledges student subjectivity, fears, concerns, hope and desires, 
must also include the teacher’s. Harriet characterizes, as she has before, the avoidance of 
emotion and doubt as arising out of the teacher’s own fears:   
Harriet: … I was considering when George was describing if we avoid having these 
experiences and conversations in our class, then are we just continuing to produce a 
large group of people that don’t know how to adequately express emotions or deal 
with something challenging or whatever that may be? And I’m wondering whether or 
not this is just one massive loop. Because if I consider, well in some cases what 
would prevent me from doing some of these things or showing something that I know 
is really disturbing, … what’s going to prevent me from doing that? Many times what 
would prevent me from doing that, we talked about this last time, is the concern of ‘I 
don’t know if I can adequately handle the questions, the concerns, the comments.’ I 
don’t know that I’m [emphasis in voice] prepared for that, because I maybe never 
learned [drawn out] and there is no … formula, but I don’t have the answers. And so 
maybe, is that fear preventing me from wanting to do this quite often? Or does that 
fear allow me to use some subjects which I am really comfortable saying, ‘OK let’s 
sit and talk about this’ versus others I’m really not. So, nope better not do that one! 
And I’m wondering if that is some sort of loop that includes teachers, maybe that’s 
bringing it back to the question of whether or not teachers are [pause] I can’t 
remember the way you phrased it …not allowed, should or should not do this maybe 
it has something to do with that feeling of, it wasn’t done for us….  
Laura: … I would like to think … that I have liked or tried and have liked to 
incorporate my students’ experiences or how they feel, but I feel like where I and a 
lot of other teachers stop is when things do get uncomfortable, whether it be because 
of the subject matter or because … students start to say things that are offensive or 
could be offensive to other students, and … there’s always the feeling that or the 
pressure to be very politically correct all the time [pause] you know, not wanting to 
offend anyone. And I feel in order for this curriculum to work, that feeling of 
discomfort for a teacher and for the students needs to be OK to express and work 
through.  
Harriet thinks back to what was not done for her— the provision of pedagogical 
support through expression of her own thoughts and feelings about the history she learned—
and relates it to the teacher’s own fears about her inability to address the unknowable past, a 
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fear that leads to silence and, in turn, the production of “a large group of people that don’t 
know how to adequately express emotions or deal with something challenging.” Laura adds 
the necessity of being “OK” with the fear and discomfort produced from the study of difficult 
knowledge and difficult pasts, though she adds that it is not just the expression of emotion 
that must be valid, but the working through.    
I was quite impressed and startled by their calls for attention to the teacher, the “but 
what about us?” that emerged as our discussions came to a close. I was reminded of Peter 
Taubman’s (2006) chapter “I Love Them to Death” in Love’s Return: Psychonalyatic Essays 
on Childhood, Teaching, and Learning in which he describes student teachers as encouraged 
to “care for their students, to see their students’ needs as paramount, and to locate as central 
to the curriculum the needs and interests of the child.” (p.20). One way to ensure this 
prioritization of students above all else has been through critical self-reflection that focuses 
on how (student) teachers’ identities impact teaching, a reflection that most often “concludes 
with how student teachers may damage or shortchange their students because these student 
teachers haven’t sacrificed—worked through—their own biases” (p.21). In this exchange, 
and in the previous meetings in which they discuss their reflections, the teachers conclude 
that the past, not they, may damage their students. And the demand is for the person behind 
to take care of them and not their students, as they work through their own connections to the 
past.     
I would like to say that our final conversation ended with the summoning of the 
person behind, a call for the teacher to come forward and be cared for as she engages in the 
work of confronting and teaching about the difficult legacies of our collective past. But as 
Harriet and Laura envisioned what could be, Alex and George focused on what is. Harriet 
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wonders what would be necessary from “stakeholders to understand, support, and be there on 
the periphery” in a classroom that invites expressions of ambiguity and discomfort in the 
study of the past, Alex suggests, “it’s possible under the right circumstances” and then tells 
the group about some very wrong circumstances:  
Alex: Here’s a connected thing that just happened in Desert Hill Schools74. Maybe 
you read about it. The elementary school … [is a] bilingual magnet school … They 
were doing a wax museum for you know, famous people, and some infamous people 
were chosen by kids, [pause] and the principal didn’t know the kids were choosing 
this, but I guess 4 kids chose to be Hitler in the wax museum and some, a couple kids 
chose to be Trump, … They were going to dress, and embody, and be [emphasis in 
voice]. 
Stephanie: Like performance art?  
Alex: Yeah, a performance. Kids [are] lined up the hallway, … frozen. So you come 
up to Hitler and push a button and then Hitler talks and tells you who he is and all 
this. So it was moving forward and you know what we’ve since learned. A lot of 
people didn’t know this was happening, a lot of the administration didn’t know this 
was happening and so a substitute teacher reported to the principal, ‘hey there are 
kids who two days from now are going to impersonate Hitler.’ Then the principal …. 
shut it down.  
Laura: That’s so interesting because we did this project with my middle schoolers and 
I had kids who were Hitler and Nazi soldiers and stuff like that. 
Alex: Yeah. Well I know my son did it at Carmine elementary and I don’t remember 
if anyone was Hitler, he was Alexander the Great, who I think is equally 
controversial, we just forget about it because of time.  
Laura: So they shut it down because they were worried the kids were going to say 
something like?  
Alex: What was the fear about?  
Laura: Inappropriate?  
Alex: Yeah, I think it was, I think it was tied into this whole thing of are we 
glorifying, are we empathizing, so I think the quote from her was, ‘we wouldn’t know 
what it would look like to have 8, 9, 10 year olds impersonating people like Hitler and 
Trump, we don’t know what that would look like or feel like. I think her quote was 
something of that sort. … I think they were pissed off that this got shut down, and the 
other teachers were pissed off that this was happening and they didn’t know about it. 
                                                 
74 Pseudonym.  
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… They were going to bring in like a rabbi to talk about it and it was in the 
newspaper this morning.  
***  
George: … When you’re talking about children I think would be natural, right, but 
then my kind of counterpoint to them shutting it down is wouldn’t that be the perfect 
space for the, for this beginning conversation to happen of, ‘OK so you said 
something that’s not great, let’s talk about why it wasn’t great, let’s, everyone’s 
uncomfortable now, let’s talk about why everyone’s uncomfortable.  
Alex: Well I think that’s where it comes in to how do you handle that as a teacher 
[George:  Right] it sounds like they were saying, this wasn’t even, like some of the 
teachers barely knew what the end PAUSE and if it’s done like how my son went 
through it, like all the parents come and it’s just this mob scene walking through the 
hallway and everyone’ stopping at the kid, and the kid’s saying… 
Stephanie: And then there’s little Hitler.        
Alex: … I think the fear would be I think this kid, I’m just imagining the narrative of, 
you know, ‘I’m Hitler, I killed 12 million people’ and then I think it’s you know the 
fear of someone who does have a Jewish background comes up and how do they 
interpret that, and then it’s just them and this 8 year old, I think those maybe are the 
fears. … But there’s, it’s also interesting how they brought up, ‘these seem to be 
interesting choices’ and this is really controversial language to talk about it, I think if 
you wanted to analyze it but, why would these figures be chosen in a bilingual 
school? I read that and I was like, ‘that’s an interesting thing to say.’ Like are you 
saying that like Latino kids can’t talk about Hitler? Like that’s not their thing? …Why 
would this happen at this [emphasis in voice] school?  Which I think of course it 
would happen at this school because the parents are probably talking about Trump. 
George: Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.  
*** 
Laura: I think that that’s like going back to this wax museum assignment, I feel like 
them canceling it is just, I don’t know [pause] teaching these kids a terrible lesson. 
Like instead of canceling it what they should have done is, I was just looking at my 
phone at the article, and they were saying that the assignment was to choose a 
historical figure that had an impact on society …so [George: Right] these kids were 
not wrong in choosing Adolf Hitler. 
Alex: It was a great choice  
Laura: It didn’t say a ‘positive [emphasis in voice] impact,’ it said ‘impact.’ What this 
teacher should have done and you know if there were concerns by the school and by 
the district, it should have been, ‘OK let’s talk to these kids about how they want to 
represent this person’ you know, and if, I don’t know I just think by like squashing it 
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and saying, ‘oh no we don’t talk about people like that’ instead it should have been, 
‘let’s talk this through, he’s going to represent Adolf Hitler, let’s talk to him about 
how we need to represent this character in history and what impact he actually had 
…They said that students in grades 6 and above can do it [emphasis in voice] because 
they can understand who he was, but elementary students [pause] can’t.  
George: Thinking back to when Harriet and I did this teaching thing in Germany, for 
a month…But the kids there, granted it is their history it happened in their own 
country, they’re taught about the Holocaust from essentially the moment they’re born, 
and they’re taught about Hitler and they’re about taught all these lessons, over and 
over and over it’s almost worn out for them but they have this like looming, like ‘this 
can never happen again’ [said in booming voice] kind of thing.  
Stephanie: Do we have something similar here?  
George: I mean, I’ve been thinking, we don’t talk about slavery like that, we don’t 
talk about the hundreds of years of oppression that have basically underlined our 
entire nation’s history, so maybe it’s just the way that we as Americans view children, 
as safe fragile little eggs that we need to protect until  
Alex: Until sixth grade. 
George: Until eventually they’ll hatch on their own in 6th grade, you know, and that 
seems absurd to me.   
From then on, the conversation takes on an even more jovial tone and the teachers 
end with an account of a fantasy school that teaches history through current events and, as we 
say goodbye to Laura in Montana, the shared fantasy of continuing our discussion by a 
campfire as we stare at the stars.  
Alex brings us back into the realm of the real as he describes what happens in the at 
the hint of spontaneity or risky behavior in the classroom— it gets “shut down.” Of course I 
do not see young children’s embodiment of Hitler or Trump as unproblematic, or frankly 
even an interesting assignment, whatever the details of the actual project were; but the point 
of his story in the moment in which he tells it seems to be that the intellectual, emotional, and 
discursive risks we have taken in this space are not welcomed outside of it. The spell is 
broken and the group retreats into familiar tropes of educational critique: how they would 
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have done or reacted to the assignment differently, a condemnation of the American view of 
children as “fragile little eggs,” of the scope and sequence of a history curriculum that 
arbitrarily determines the age at which children are ready for Hitler.  
I cannot say that I was completely disappointed with the group’s retreat first into the 
real world of their present-day school systems and then into the fantasy world of the 
imagined school that never was and the fireside gathering in Montana. This movement 
marked a shift away from the complex and complicated conversations we had been having to 
the end of our time together, but it also signaled to me a way to protect the space we had 
established as a work in progress.  
5.4.1 Doing History: The “Beginnings of a Conversation” 
At the end of my interpretation of Seminar 3, and with my third research question in 
mind75, I posed the questions of how we might attend to the engagement in teachers’ own 
difficult histories and the difficult histories they teach, and how we might we open a “path to 
another way of rendering the obligations of acknowledgement, remembrance, and 
consequence” (Simon & Eppert, 1997, p. 182) for history teachers. While the last seminar 
meeting did not yield specific outlines for a history curriculum or particular dispositions for 
students or teachers, the group discussed the conditions necessary to acknowledge human 
emotion in teaching and learning troubled histories; it was, to use George’s phrasing about 
what should have happened with the elementary school wax museum project, the 
“beginnings of a conversation.”  
Over the course of this project, it became clear to teachers that there were 
relationships and differences between their own personal connections to the past and the 
manner in which they addressed (or avoided) the past in their classrooms. As I outlined in my 
                                                 
75 How do teachers’ questions and concerns about the past inform their interpretations and teaching of history?  
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interpretation of the second meeting, this understanding began to emerge as they, similarly to 
historians, “prefigured” (White, 1973) their narratives about their narratives and tried to 
determine what story they were trying to tell about themselves as well as what type of 
narrative about the past they wanted to tell their students. It was indicative of the reflexivity 
involved in examining what their own “ideas of history,” as Collingwood (1993) has 
described the processes of interpreting traces of the past, or, in thinking back to Hayden 
White’s (1987) questions about interpretation, what does this mean and why does it matter?  
The responses to such questions throughout this project involved an insistence on the 
part of the teachers that the narratives of the past presented to students, regardless of the 
content or form of the curriculum, are shaped with a pedagogical intent in mind. They must 
present the “whole story” (Harriet, Seminar 3) of the past, but not “fill their bodies with this 
idea of negativity” (George, Seminar 3) because of the need to safeguard students’ hope by 
“[allowing] it [hope] time to come out and show itself” (Beverly, Seminar 2). Even if they 
found the role of the “person behind” problematic in its negative associations with their own 
loss, shame, abandonment, or harshness in the absence of a teacher, the group called for 
finding a framework for addressing the dark alley of the past that allows room for teachers’ 
and students discomfort in connection to the curriculum (Laura) and worked through the idea 
of how to prevent a situation like Harriet’s in which she “had no way to think about” her first 
encounter with genocide.  
These are poetic acts of creativity and creation—the beginnings of a conversation that 
demonstrates, to me, the “doing” of history in a way that is specifically pedagogical, 
complex, messy, and filled with contradictions and unanswerable questions. It is a doing of 
history in the way that Wineburg (2001b) first pointed out, in Historical Thinking and Other 
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Unnatural Acts, was missing from the history textbooks that dominate classrooms: the 
“metadiscourse” of historical writing, the footnotes and endnotes, that capture the 
conversations and arguments back and forth between historians. It is a conversation that 
engages with all the considerations of what it means to understand the past, and what it 
means to teach the past to students.
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CHAPTER 6: SYNTHESIS AND IMPLICATIONS 
He said, “You girls missed half a year of school last year. What are we going to do 
about that?” 
“Give us extra homework,” Lucille said. “We can catch up.” 
“Well,” he said, “You’re bright girls. You’ll be all right if you make the effort. What 
we really have to hope for here,” he said, measuring his words, “is a change of attitude.” 
Lucille replied, “My attitude has changed.” 
He looked from one of us to the other, sidelong. “So you don’t need to hear my little 
sermon, Lucille?” 
“No, I don’t,” she said.  
“And what about you, Ruth?” 
“No, I mean, I guess not.” 
“You guess not.” 
My face was very hot. Mr. French was not an unkind man, but he took an inquisitor’s 
delight in unanswerable questions. He tossed his chalk and watched me sharply.  
“She knows what you’re going to say,” Lucille said. “I don’t know if she’ll work 
harder this year or not. She will or she won’t. You can’t really talk to her about practical 
things. They don’t matter to her.” 
“She’s growing up,” Mr. French said. “Education should matter. What does matter 
to you, Ruth?” 
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I shrugged. Mr. French shrugged, mocking me. “That’s what I mean,” he said, “by a 
problem of attitude.” 
“She hasn’t figured out what matters to her yet. She likes trees. Maybe she’ll be a 
botanist or something.” 
Mr. French eyed my doubtfully. “Are you going to be a botanist, Ruthie?”  
I said, “I don’t think so.” 
Mr. French sighed and stood up and put down his chalk. “You’re going to have to 
learn to speak up for yourself, and think for yourself, that’s for sure.” (Robinson, 1997, pp. 
134–135) 
This scene from Housekeeping presents a confusing situation: the exchange between 
Mr. French and the girls does not result in the certitude of a correction to their truancy, a 
clear path forward toward a chosen profession and a winning attitude. Instead, the exchange 
is saturated in doubt and contingency. From the beginning of the meeting, Mr. French seems 
uncertain of the impact he will have on the sisters as he “hopes” for a change in attitude—
never mind Lucille’s offer to do more homework, it is the way they think and feel he wishes 
to change, not their academic performance. His imploration is that education should matter, 
not that it does. And this is met with a shrug—a silent communication of doubt, indifference, 
and dismissal. As he puts down his chalk, perhaps indicating he has given up on this 
pedagogical attempt, he tells Ruthie that what is certain is that she must learn to speak and 
think for herself, though he has absolved himself from the responsibility of being involved in 
the process. Like Sylvie, he has abstained from teaching and interpreting the world with 
them.
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 The teachers in this project, too, expressed doubt about their roles and responsibilities 
as interpreters and guides through the past in their discussions of the pessimism, dread, 
anxiety, and anger that permeated their connections to the past. They shared painful moments 
of exclusion, lessons learned about race and racism, and, among others, frustration at the 
effects of time on relationships. These narratives, read alongside several texts about the study 
of history and historical consciousness, helped us to explore many of the questions and 
concerns about the past ever-present in their classrooms: their own fears about students’ 
shrugs of indifference or refusal and commitment to students thinking for themselves coupled 
with nerves about where exactly those thoughts might go in relation to what it is they should 
take away from studying the past.  
In this dissertation I wanted teachers to engage with their own narratives of the past 
and the narratives about the past they teach to young people. I was primarily concerned with 
finding out how teachers described their connections to the past, how these related to the 
conceptions of the past expressed in academic discourse, and how teachers’ readings of their 
own and academic questions and concerns about the past related to the teaching of history. 
These questions arose out of my concern that conversations about teachers, students, and 
history curriculum were too focused on historical thinking skills and predetermined 
definitions about what it means to think and learn about the past with others, and that 
approaches to research excluded teachers from the questions about history and social studies 
teaching under investigation as well as from the academic discourses that frame discussions 
about history in all its complexities. 
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 I want to return to Jörn Rüsen’s (2005) description in the preface to Making Sense of 
History of the areas of human thought, action, and suffering that call for a specifically 
‘historical thinking’” (p. ix): “(1) the construction and perpetuation of collective identity, (2) 
the reconstruction of patterns or orientation after catastrophes and events of massive 
destruction, (3) the challenge of patterns of orientation presented by and through the 
confrontation with radical otherness, and (4) the general experience of change and 
contingency” (p. ix). These considerations were present throughout the teachers’ narratives 
and our conversations about them, without the imposition of historical thinking skills or 
expected learning outcomes. Asking teachers about their connections to the past and what 
these mean to them created a discursive space in which their interrogative stance toward 
history raised more questions than answers: about tensions surrounding group identity and 
recognition of the specific suffering of marginalized groups, how unity is even possible after 
the devastations of slavery and war, the limits of understanding those who participate in 
genocide as well as in everyday acts of objectification and discrimination, and the conflict 
between heritage and tradition, history and memory.  
These were the issues of greatest import to this particular group of people, at this time 
and in this place. This was a time marked by brewing disunity and discord in the nation or, 
more likely, by the festering sores and blisters of a battered people who, in many ways, have 
not faced the past and its legacies that continue to affect children in classrooms and the 
teachers who educate them. We existed in a political climate so toxic, our conversations 
permeated by discourses of misogyny, racism, and xenophobia, that teachers, for the first 
time in their lives felt (and reluctantly acted upon) the urge to distance their classrooms from 
civic engagement: they refrained, for example, from assigning the viewing of the presidential 
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debates for homework, and the discussions about the election that did take place were often 
tense. 
This group of teachers began a process of facing the past and seeing in it the human 
stories that are absent or excluded from the history curriculum, including their own. In spite 
of their misgivings about developmental appropriateness or the readiness of students to learn 
about past (and present) human suffering, the teachers articulated a vision for the study of 
history that acknowledged their own and students’ personal associations and emotions:    
Laura: I sort of imagine it being like a seminar style classroom where, I … guess you 
would really have to set a framework for students in your classroom where they’re 
able to engage in really productive discussions and agree and disagree with each other 
respectfully, and be able to share how they feel. But not just share how they feel, but 
be able to express that feeling in connection to what you’re learning. So you would 
definitely have to set up the framework for that and the language for that … so that 
your students are able to say not just ‘I agree or disagree’ or ‘I feel bad or I feel sad’ 
but be able to express it in relation to the specific things that they saw or that they 
read. [Seminar 4] 
This framework for the discussion of emotion vis-à-vis the evidentiary record and 
other texts about the past might also include space for the discomfort and uncertainty 
inherent in encounters with difficult knowledge. For these teachers, it required first 
recognizing their own hesitations, as Harriet explains, in their pedagogical situation:  
Many times what would prevent me from doing that, we talked about this last time, is 
the concern of ‘I don’t know if I can adequately handle the questions, the concerns, 
the comments.’ I don’t know that I’m [emphasis in voice] prepared for that, because I 
maybe never learned [drawn out] and there is no … formula, but I don’t have the 
answers. [Seminar 4] 
Not having the answers—the philosophical, existential questions of historical 
consciousness, not the questions of subject matter alone—is coupled with the condition “that 
[the] feeling of discomfort for a teacher and for the students needs to be OK to express and 
work through” (Laura, Seminar 4).  
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The “working through” that Laura mentions and the “beginnings of a conversation” 
that George mentions, have an inception in this project, and have left me with many 
anticipations for the possibilities in the continuation of this work as well as realizations about 
the limitations both of this particular study and its future iterations. A limitation of an 
approach to research framed by phenomenology, pedagogy, psychoanalytic theory, and 
autobiography, especially given the pedagogical nature of this project, was in my own 
position as the researcher. While I wanted to embrace the ambiguity that grew from leaving 
the topics of discussion primarily in the hands of those having the discussions, my choice 
also left me in a position, it seems, where I was not clearly their teacher or analyst, a 
researcher or a scholar. In moments of confusion about some of the texts, for example, I felt 
uncomfortable to “teach” them the concepts directly out of fear of condescension or 
deviating too far from what I perceived their interests to be into territories of esoteric theories 
or ideas. Additionally, the open orientation did not always give the teachers the room to ask 
questions of me, including questions of meaning-making but also specific questions about the 
readings or process of our work together. 
Though my approach was pedagogical and I assigned readings for discussion, for 
instance, our seminars were, in the end, not an actual class in duration or in structure. I would 
have liked for teachers to do the work of exploring their musings and joint understandings 
through further and more sustained analyses of their narratives, the discussions, and the 
assigned (and possible additional) readings. In Chapter 3 I mentioned both the demands and 
possibilities of the writing process, such as freeing the participant from the tyranny of the 
researcher’s expectations but also, as Van Manen (1990) has pointed out, an assurance of 
thoughtfulness and attentiveness to our particular experiences and meanings. In this project, 
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it was clear that individual teachers had certain preoccupations and persistent concerns; 
George, for instance, focused on the potentially harmful effects on students from sustained 
exposure to the darkness of the past; Leonard struggled with how to connect, through a 
shared past, with others (his students) who used to be like him; and Beverly considered and 
questioned what it means to be the person behind when students learn “bad things.”  A 
continuation of my project would include a re-examination of the questions specific to the 
individual and, incorporating our discussions and academic and other texts that address their 
questions, a creation of in-depth, individual analyses such as an autobiographical essay.  
I still eschew a focus on grand conclusions or direct applications to practice, but 
would instead envision the teachers returning to their narratives and, with the insights gained 
from readings and discussions, making possible further identification of the “assumptions 
that are embedded in this reflection, not of the past but of the present” that would “liberate 
them from the limitations that inhere in those interpretations and structures” (Grumet, 2014d, 
p. 94). I saw the potential of this approach in the final moments of our last gathering, before 
the teachers began sharing their vision for continuing this work in Montana:  
George: I definitely notice that I’m trying to, not necessarily consciously trying to 
incorporate this stuff and I’m trying to maybe [pause] I don’t know? 
Stephanie: It’s in your head?  
George: It’s in my head.  
Laura: Yeah  
George: I mean I’m not saying ‘Well what pedagogically can I do differently now?’ 
[Says in a goofy voice] But I’m saying, this is an interesting thing for me to think 
about, hey kids listen to this interesting thing, or like I think it’s definitely something 
that’s in my head that will permeate my practice regardless of consciously or 
subconsciously.  
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Alex: I agree. It comes up in various moments throughout my days and comes up in 
conversations and then I struggle to explain what we’re doing [emphasis in voice] 
when I try to tell someone about it.  
George: Mmmhmmm  
Alex: because it’s really thoughtful, it’s really complicated to pin down, and I think 
that’s the beauty of it because it’s not [long pause] if it had an answer then we would 
have the answer and we would move on to something else, but because there isn’t an 
answer it’s always, it’s a living document [inaudible] 
George: Exactly, it’s that much more interesting.  
Alex: So I think it’s really cool and I hate that it’s over. 
It has taken an effort not to focus on the Alex’s comment about his difficulty in 
finding a way to explain what he did in this project, to fight my temptation to turn the last 
exchanges into an evaluation of the project. I do see in these last comments, however, in 
George’s mention of this work as permeation and in Alex’s struggle to relate it to “doing,” a 
certain shift in consciousness. In addition to viewing the specific topics we discussed 
throughout this project as complicated and thoughtful, I see this characterization of the work 
they did as a contrast to some form of the problem-intervention-evaluation-replication way of 
thinking that seems to be a typical way of engaging teachers in any kind of discussion.    
Their enthusiasm for this project, and also the moments of struggle for words and 
incomplete thoughts, tell me that teachers are eager to engage with their own thoughts and 
questions, their own histories, and to discuss the bigger dilemmas of understanding the past 
that are not related to teaching and then, in turn, how these discourses of theory of history, 
memory, narrative, and more can help them to understand and interpret their own 
pedagogical situations and future possibilities for working with young people to understand 
the past. Such an engagement with the past and with history would certainly require a shift in 
the culture of teaching and in the preparation of teachers. 
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The challenge in the vision for such a shift is that of contingency: just as the teachers 
in this project engaged with the fears of the unknown in their own narratives of experience 
and in the discussions of curricular narratives (e.g. the impulse toward hope or toward 
resolution in teaching about the past), there are elements of uncertainty that must be 
acknowledged in advocating for an approach to the teaching of history rooted in asking 
people what they think and the meaning they make of their questions about the past. What if 
their responses do not fit within the current definitions of good, or even appropriate, 
teaching, or, alternatively, reveal possible threats to presenting the past through a critical 
lens? How might a teacher preparation program oriented toward equity and academic rigor 
engage with and interrogate such moments authentically so that they are both pedagogical 
and take people’s interests and concerns seriously?  
An approach to the engagement of such questions with beginning teachers, of 
engaging in thinking that is personal and intimate as well as intellectual, comes with the 
challenge of what this might look like in an institutional setting such as a teacher preparation 
program. These meetings were, after all, in my home and not connected to grades, edTPA, or 
the general judgments teachers, new and experienced, expect about the specific discourses 
they use to describe themselves and their teaching. While I acknowledge that building trust 
and intimacy in the traditional classroom setting is certainly possible and certainly exists, I 
hesitate to assert that such conversations could be completely unguarded. After all, the 
discursive masks that hide teachers’ “true” feelings also serve as protection of their 
vulnerability from the judgment and potential derision of those outside of the specificity of 
their experiences. 
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I do see a possibility in addressing these challenges in not only a shift toward the 
acceptance of greater uncertainty in terms of the types of questions we ask of our students, 
but also in a shift in attention from methods to content. I use the term content not to signal a 
return to the discipline or to basics or necessarily to specific topics in history, but to the 
content of teachers’ ideas, approaches, dispositions, thoughts, feelings, etc. Rather than 
historical thinking or unit plans, or even teacher reflections that are required to demonstrate 
certain qualities or attitudes,76 I imagine the generative potential of working with aspiring 
teachers to discuss and interpret the substance of their ideas and not simply the manner in 
which they express these. This comes with the caveat that discomfort must be part of the 
process, as Laura stated in the last seminar; that, for instance, a teacher who expresses the 
need for closure and a silver lining (George), is not dismissed as uncritical or a follower of 
grand narratives because he is a white male but tasked with the likely uncomfortable project 
of thinking about, with others, why this might be and how such an narrative structure 
functions in his teaching. 
A shift in the culture of teaching that addresses contingency, the substance of 
teachers’ thoughts, and leaves room for discomfort can begin, I think, in teacher preparation 
programs. I envision a sequence of social studies courses (methods included) that begin first, 
and most importantly, with an autobiographical project that engages students with their 
autobiographies and gives them room to explore their own questions, concerns, and interests 
about the past and about history. Such a series of courses might look like the extension of this 
project I described earlier. In addition to using the themes and questions of students’ 
autobiographical discussions as provocations for discussions about what it means to study the 
                                                 
76 I refer here to the rubrics, such as those in the edTPA and other performance based assessments, that provide 
to teachers the specifics of what it is they should reflect upon; for further discussion of the co-option of 
reflection into neoliberal accountability discourses, see Taubman’s (2009) Teaching By Numbers.    
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past as taken up by professional historians and thinkers from other fields, these courses 
would explore how these themes relate to the teaching of history but also how they relate to 
contemporary conversations about the purposes of social studies and education in general. I 
would also like to see a more vibrant and direct link between schools of education and other 
departments within the humanities (or even other disciplines) that address the many forms of 
the question of what it means to understand the past. This might include independent studies 
or projects with faculty in which students learn how they address such questions and engage 
in the meaning making processes associated with their disciplines, as well as the ways in 
which the past functions to guide orientations and action in the present and future. 
I mentioned several times my own fears about how the participants’ autobiographical 
narratives or our discussions might end up swallowed up by discourses, such as of historical 
thinking or critical consciousness, that mask, as Peter Taubman (2006) has pointed out, the 
darker side of teachers’ emotional relationships to students and curriculum. These teachers 
were, in fact, honest, open, and took risks in moving beyond assurances to me and each other 
that they were critical, progressive, forward-thinking, teachers presented multiple narratives 
beyond white streamed, whitewashed history. At the same time, I see this critical discourse 
as more than a mask for their fear and concerns about teaching about troubled pasts; they also 
functioned as a pedagogical meta-narrative of their historical moment and its concomitant 
concerns. 
I return to Jürgen Straub’s (2005b) explanation of the how narratives function in the 
development of meaning for a group of people:  
Only narratives develop experiential or ‘practical knowledge’ in its temporal 
structure— in other words, as ‘knowledge in stories.’ When we have gained and are 
able to transmit such knowledge, then we know and can say something generally 
significant about how to act and how to live, about how individuals have come to 
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experience sorrow or joy, new possibilities for action or more restrictions on their 
self-determination. Such knowledge is always bound to the particular and yet 
generalizable conditions under which it was gained and to which it applies, and 
naturally also to the normative standards but which we characterize a certain 
experience as unfortunate or fortunate. … For the historical-narrative construction of 
meaning, time is therefore always the time of collective or shared experiences, 
expectations, and developments (p. 79).   
Throughout the various seminar meetings, the teachers’ language was firmly 
grounded in narratives about how a critically conscious educator should be: Alex described 
his consistent focus on social justice in presenting the stories of those oppressed throughout 
history, Harriet discusses her burgeoning and now ever-present awareness of white privilege, 
Leonard is determined to re-orient his Lost Cause loving students toward a more progressive 
way of thinking. These are the narratives that shape their own interpretations of their 
interactions with and reactions to students, their ways of seeing the curriculum, and that shift 
the focus of their interpretations of experience to analyses of their particular positions and 
self-presentation as critical pedagogues. They are, to use Wertsch’s (2008) term, born from 
cultural toolkits that shaped the way the teachers speak and think about the past. They were 
less present, however, when the teachers discussed their narratives and their personal 
connections to the past that were not associated with teaching; there was little empathy or 
perspective taking for the loathed Northern family members, there was a desire for roots or a 
“tribe” in spite of the histories of suffering associated with the groups that particular teacher 
discussed, and real vulnerability in the desire for comfort and protection from teacher-
figures. 
These meta-narratives of critical pedagogy and the particular orientations to the past 
that constitute them bring me back to a question I asked in Chapter 2 in relation to history as 
a way of interpreting the threatening aspects of uncertainty in our experiences of time 
(Rüsen, 2005b): what fears are masked, or at least held at bay, by narratives constructed in 
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making sense of our own and the collective past— can these tell us something about how and 
why certain narratives have prominence in the classroom? Throughout the meetings the 
teachers maintained the importance of hope in their presentations of the past to students, but 
also the limits of their commitments to historical thinking in staying away from “bad Others” 
(Alex) so as not to be considered sympathetic to these historical figures. Their narratives 
constructions of the past, critical in orientation, but nevertheless hopeful and suggestive of 
progress, of “getting better” (Beverly and Alex), function both to avoid “the nasty parts of 
[themselves]” (Harriet), the difficult knowledge that is best left alone, but also to protect 
them from potential conflict with parents, administrators, and others with whom they must 
share their students (see for example Seminar 3, Section 1). In thinking back to my third 
research question, I found this to be the most prominent way that teachers’ questions and 
concerns about the past shaped their interpretations and teaching of history. 
In this study I did not examine these meta-narratives specifically or bring to the 
teacher’s attention how these may have functioned in their teaching lives. I suspect that my 
own need to stick to the script of the topics I wanted to address around what it means to 
understand the past limited my willingness to interrogate this with the teachers. Along with 
the inclusion of a culminating project I mentioned earlier that brings together the narratives, 
discussions, readings, and teachers’ specific questions and concerns, I envision a version of 
this project that pays greater attention to language before the culminating project. This might 
entail a methodological adjustment in which part of the approach to the study involves 
analysis of some of the discussions in order to bring to light, historicize, and interpret 
together the meta-narratives that emerge from their discussions. 
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The teachers in this study used words like “framework” and “mindset” to describe the 
work we were doing and the vision for the study of history that acknowledges and engages 
their, and their students’, emotions, doubts, concerns, and questions. My persistent question 
to them was, “what might this look like?” We did not come up with, as I have stated, an 
actual framework with adjectives and suggestions for the training of future teachers.  What 
began for me as a project aimed at enriching the discourses about the study and teaching of 
history beyond methods and skills, became a project about the pedagogical questions and 
responsibilities in engaging our own histories and the difficult histories we teach, and 
creating a way to “work through” and come to terms with these difficult histories.  
The particular ways of framing their personal and pedagogical narratives about the 
past were specific to this group; perhaps another group would have focused on other 
questions and concerns. What is important to me is that this shift or reconceptualization of 
how we prepare the people tasked with teaching about the past must recognize teachers’ 
intelligence and curiosity, and their right to have and ask questions. Perhaps they are the 
same questions that people have been asking for centuries: What drives history? Why is the 
past important? How did things come to be as they are? What makes my past different than 
someone else’s? But the most important one should be: what does this mean to you? 
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APPENDIX 1: FOUR TYPES OF HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 
Table 3. Four Types of Historical Consciousness 
 Traditional  Exemplary Critical  Genetic  
Experience of 
time  
Repetition of an 
obligatory form 
of life  
Representing 
general rules of 
conduct or value 
systems  
Problematizing 
actual forms of 
life and value 
systems  
Change of alien 
forms of life into 





an obligatory life 
form in temporal 
change  
Timeless rules of 
social life, 
timeless validity 
of values  






which forms of 
life change in 
order to maintain 
their permanence  
Orientation of 
external life  
Affirmation of 
pregiven orders 
by consent about 














































balance of roles  
Relation to 









Morality is the 
generality of 
obligation in 
values and value 
systems  
Breaking the 












moral reasoning  
The reason of 





















argument for the 
validity of moral 
values  
*(Rüsen, 2005c, p. 29) 
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APPENDIX 2: LIVED EXPERIENCE DESCRIPTION PROMPT 
Please respond to the following prompt in three, separate narratives.  
 
*Your narratives do not need to be “academic” in the sense that you do not need to do 
any research or other preparation whatsoever.  
 
*These narratives need not be related to or about teaching, schools, or education. The 
idea is to describe your associations and connections, whatever they may be.   
 
*There is no page length requirement-these narratives should be the length you would 
like them to be in order to tell your stories with as much detail as possible.   
 
 
Prompt: Please write about three times in your life when you felt a connection to the 
past. Tell each story in as much detail as possible. Tell what it was like for you, the time, the 
place, who was there, what you were thinking at the time, and anything else you think would 
be helpful.  
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APPENDIX 3: SUMMARY OF NARRATIVE THEMES AND QUESTIONS 
Table 4. Summary of Narrative Themes and Questions 









Laura  Ava and Blair 
 
Laura and her two best 
friends (twins) recollect 
the fatal car crash that 
killed the twin’s mother 
and seriously injured one 
of the sisters.  Laura 
describes one particular 
get-together a few 
months after the accident.  
 
*Do we need other 





*Do stories about the past 
or people in the past 
serve as reminders of 




has Alzheimer’s and 
has lost memory of her 
past, except for her time 
as a teacher, family 
recipes, and songs. 
Laura recounts a trip to 
the grandmother’s 
favorite restaurant.    
 
*How do you think our 
memories of ourselves, 
and those others have 
of us, shape who we 
are?  
 
*Do individuals define 
“essential” moments? 
Which of these are told 





Reunion with former 
nanny, they no longer 
have an emotional 
connection except when 






*Does the significance 
of the past change 
according to the needs 
of the individual 
storytellers?   
 
*You seem to emphasize 
the centrality of 
individuals as a driving 
force in history. I also 
saw the theme of 
continuity versus change 
as a tension in these 
stories. Perhaps you are 
ambivalent about role of 
each/both in the life of 
the individual?    
 
Alex  Tribe 
 
Watching his children on 
a guided tour in London 
reminds Alex of his own 
desire for a “tribe. ” He 
had longed for his own 
“story” within the history 
of the United States, but 
upon learning about it, 
realized that it came with 
Bow of a Sailboat 
 
Alex returns to his 
childhood home of St. 
Thomas during a 
sailboat trip with his 
brother and father. He 
is reminded of his 
circuitous route to 
becoming a social 
studies teacher, first in 
Letters 
 
Alex describes a class 
project; students write 
letters to family 
members about a person 
in the family. The 
family members 
respond, and then 
students examine the 
letters as multiple 
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*What does it mean to 
have a cultural root that 
binds? 
*Is it possible to celebrate 
a past while 
acknowledging 
oppression?  How would 
this look pedagogically?  
 
 
the health sciences 
field, then math, and 




*Perhaps a more 
deterministic 
connection to the past? 
A pre-determined path 
versus the spontaneity 
you associate with 
anthropology and the 
study of people around 
you. I contrast this with 
the open sea metaphor- 
where you confront 
truths, look for 





sources. One student’s 
letters changes his 
perspective on history 
teaching.   
 
*I detect an 
undercurrent of doubt 
about text, writing, and 
official stories- you are 
looking for signs of 
human presence and 
consciousness that 
contradict what’s 
official, or what deviates 
from the norm and the 
normative so that 
everyone can see 
themselves in a story or 
multiple stories, or even 
write their own stories. 
George   1 
 
George reads a memoir-
type article in which his 
“story” mirrors the 
author’s. He recalls what 
it was like to grow up in a 
small, conservative town 
in the South where he 
buried himself in 
academics to keep his 
identity hidden.  
 
*How do you think one 
comes to know or realize 
what one “just doesn’t 
do” in a 
group/community? 
 
*You write about a time 
where it seems that you 
have seen yourself in a 
narrative for the first 
time. What does it mean 
to see or not see yourself 
in a historical narrative? 
2 
 
On a trip to Poland, 
George sees  “his 
people.” He also 
describes what it was 







*There is a conflict 
between history as a 
force that is out of 
human control and 
history (or historical 
narratives) that are 
deliberately crafted (by 
whom?). You mention 
the “ghost” of the 
Holocaust, which 
represents what is 
beyond words, but also 
the governments and 
3 
 
George’s father takes 
the family on a trip to 
visit relatives in Boston. 
He is excited to meet the 
non-Southern relatives 
but appalled when he 





*There is a tension in 
these stories that comes 
with looking for the self 
in narratives of the past 
is between the familiar 
an the strange: there is 
the part of the narrative 
that affirms, or even 
creates identity (e.g. 
finding one’s heritage, 
seeing people who look 
like you, a parallel life 
that helps to clarify your 
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What might the 
pedagogical implications 
be for narratives of 
inclusion/exclusion 
presented in history 
classrooms? 
organizations that work 
to preserve the sites of 
atrocities to – what do 
you think?   
own), and then there is 
the part of the narrative 
that is not what one had 
in mind or that works to 
disaffirm identity. 
Beverly  Woolworth Counter 
 
Beverly experiences a sit-
in simulation. She listens 
to the headphones and 
has an overwhelming 
reaction that she tries to 








*You described your 
encounter with the 
“edited and softened” 
version of the sit-in, 
which was still pretty 
horrific. One can only 
imagine the unedited, real 
version. Is it possible to 
do more than imagine it? 
Is there more than the 
dichotomy of softened 
versus unedited history?  
Silk Road  
 
Beverly describes a 
teaching moment when 
a student draws a 
parallel between 
Chinese divestment in 
the Silk Road and 
Walmart closing in 
Durham. Someone 
comments, “poor 




*Are there parallels 
between past and 
present and rules in 
history to make the past 
more accessible to us? 
Do we search for 
universals even if the 






tells her about a 
childhood friendship 
with a white girl during 
de-segregation. The 
white child’s older 
sister, upon seeing them 
play, tells her, “We 
don’t play with 
niggers.” The next day, 
the white child ends the 
friendship.  
 
*You point out a 
conflict in 
narrating/understanding 
the past: which versions 
(narratives) are handed 
down and why?  
 
*I also wonder in this 
narrative: what is the 
role of personal 
responsibility? Of 
historical agency?  
Leonard  1  
 
Leonard discusses what it 
is like to be an 
insider/outsider in the 
South: as a progressive he 
feels like he can be 
critical of the South’s 
history while still 
embracing aspects of its 
cultural heritage. His 
students, however, tell 





This narrative describes 
three separate trips to 
Washington, D.C. Each 
trip brings a new 
perspective on the 










On a trip to Europe with 
his students, Leonard 
describes watching their 
excitement about things 
that weren’t “historical” 
and suppressing his own 
enthusiasm for telling 
them about history so 
that they can experience 






*Do you think there is 
something beyond 
‘understanding’ in 
history? In heritage? In 
the past? *What do you 
think your students are 
suggesting?  
 
*Is estrangement or 
distance from the 
familiar part of the 
learning process? Is this 
a necessary part of 
understanding the past? 





*This statement makes 
me wonder about the 
role of the guide in 
travel: stay quiet? Ask 
questions? Relate 
experiences? Try to 
draw parallels for the 
travelers? What do you 
think?  
 
Harriet   On The Subway 
 
Harriet tells of the 
moment in her Advanced 
Placement English class 
wherein she reads a poem 
that leads her to 




*I see a tension here 
between what is within 
your/human control, and 
what is beyond it, what 
we are and can be 
responsible for and what 
is, as you describe it, 
“happenstance.”  
 
*Does knowledge have to 
be uncomfortable for us 
to learn?  
Luggage 
 
 Harriet recounts being 
at a funeral and how 
this brings her back to 






*Do the memories 
change as you awaken 
them from their 
slumber? In other 
words, can our use or 
version of the past 
change with the needs 
of the present? 
 
*Is memory in our 
control or beyond it? 
When is recollection of 
the past voluntary or 
involuntary and what 
are we supposed to do 
with those memories? 
Gladiators 
 
Harriet describes her 
feelings as she visits 
places of great historical 
significance, such as 





*Are there places that 
are more “significant” 
than others? How does 
one decide? How did 
you decide which places 
were momentous in the 
story of mankind or for 
the human experiences? 
 
*Can we feel the past? 
Should we? Should we 
have “rational” 
connections to the past 
that search for patterns, 
lessons, comparisons 
OR should we value 
connections that 
emphasize “existential 
crises” that can result 
when we see or don’t 




APPENDIX 4: SUMMARY OF ASSIGNED READINGS 
Table 5. Summary of Assigned Readings 




Seixas, P. (2005). Historical 
consciousness: The progress 
of knowledge in a 
postprogressive age. In J. 
Straub (Ed.), Narration, 
identity, and historical 
consciousness (pp. 141–159). 
New York: Berghahn Books. 
 
 
Seixas outlines “a 
conception of historical 
consciousness that might be 
of use on the reform of the 
practice of history in the 
schools, in order that 
pedagogy might more 
purposefully develop 
students’ historical 
consciousness” (p. 141). To 
this end he describes seven 




continuity and change, 
progress and decline, moral 
judgment, historical 
agency, and empathy. He 
also includes Rüsen’s four 
types of historical 
consciousness to provide a 
schema for the ways people 
might address the issues 
and paradoxes: traditional, 
exemplary, critical, and 
genetic. He provides some 
examples from empirical 
work with students 
(analyses of two films with 
contrasting depictions of 
Westward expansion and 
diagramming of the most 
important events in the 
history of the world) to 
outline how these 
conceptions of historical 
consciousness exist in the 







Rüsen, J. (2005). Historical 
narration: Foundation, types, 
reason. In History: 
Narration, interpretation, 
orientation (pp. 9–20). New 
York: Berghahn Books. 
 
 
Rüsen uses a narrative from 
Samuel Johnson’s (1775) 
Journey to the Western 
Islands of Scotland about 
two rival families as a 
concrete demonstration of 
the nature of narrative 
competence and how the 
four types of historical 
consciousness can be 
applied to interpret this 
narrative as well as to “deal 
with moral values and 
moral reasoning” (p. 23). 
This chapter addresses how 
historical consciousness 
helps to address the 
question: How does history 
enter into this moral 
relationship between our 
action, our self and our 




Novick, P. (1988). Introduction: 
Nailing jelly to the wall. In That 
noble dream: The “objectivity 
question” and the American 





This is an intellectual 
history of the idea of 
historical objectivity within 
the American professional 
history. Novick describes 
objectivity as the 
profession’s sustaining 
myth and discusses its 
various functions over time: 
procedures for the 
verification of sources, 
gives meaning to the 




Collingwood, R. (1993). 
Introduction. In W. J. van der 
Dussen (Ed.), The idea of 
history (Rev. ed., with 
lectures 1926-1928., pp. 1–




This is a collection of 
essays and lectures in 
which Collingwood 
discuses how the idea of 
history has changed over 
time. Topics covered in 
these excerpts include: 
history and time, the 
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Collingwood, R. (1993). Lectures on 
the philosophy of history. In 
W. J. van der Dussen (Ed.), 
The idea of history (Rev. ed., 
with lectures 1926-1928., pp. 
360–425). Oxford: Clarendon 
Press. 
 
sources of history, 
interpretation of sources, 
empiricist an subjectivist 
accounts, the purpose of the 
past, and history and 




Simon, R. I., & Eppert, C. (1997). 
Remembering Obligation: 
Pedagogy and the Witnessing of 
Testimony of Historical 
Trauma. Canadian Journal of 
Education / Revue Canadienne 
de l’éducation, 22(2), 175–191.  
 
 
The authors examine the 
ethical obligations of 
witnessing testimony of 
traumatic events that resist 
assimilation into extant 
historical narratives 
because they are beyond 
words in conveying the 
“realities” of human 
suffering. Witnessing 
requires a “double 
attentiveness” in which the 
witness must participate in 
the discourse community 
that addresses the 
significance of the claims, 
and must become an 
apprentice to the testimony 
itself. They use an example 
of a Holocaust survivor’s 
testimony and historians’ 
characterizations of it in 
order to illustrate the ways 




shadow texts, and the 
psychical effects of 
learning about genocide 
and other trauma.    
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APPENDIX 5: OUTLINE OF ISSUES/PARADOXES ENCOUNTERED BY 
HISTORICAL THINKERS77 




This issue encompasses several others: the 
reliance on language and representation of 
the evidentiary record, the changing 
meanings of words over time, the lack of 
direct access to the past. What should 




Historical Significance  
 
How do we decide, from the infinite 
possibilities, what to know about the past 
and what matters? Is anything significant? 
 
 
Continuity and Change  
 
Continuity and change are inextricable 
concepts that must be considered 
simultaneously in historical understanding: 
to understand how a phenomenon changes, 
one must look at it against an unchanging 
background, but discovering continuity of a 




Progress and Decline  
 
Seixas asks, “how do we orient ourselves 
historically during a time when the 
progressive underpinning of the discipline 
is challenged in the culture at large? 
 
 
Moral Judgment  
 
The tension here is between the risk of 
imposing contemporary moral frames of 
reference on people living in different 
times (with different mentalities), and the 
necessity of looking at the past to orient 
ourselves morally.  
  
 
                                                 




Historical Agency  
 
What drives change in history? What kinds 
of agency do individuals and/or groups 
exercise? What are the structural 





Within the realm of historical 
understanding, empathy means: “the ability 
to understand the motives, reasons, and 
actions of a distant actor who inhabits a 
very different world than we do.” The 
challenge is then finding a balance between 
affinity and distance: what do people have 
in common over time and what is unique to 
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